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ABSTRACT
School choice, which allows families to enroll their children in public education
programs outside of their neighborhood attendance area, has increased in size and
scope in suburban communities. This qualitative, case study examined the factors
influencing why and how 15 families chose to pursue a choice option for their
children’s elementary school experience, and also describes their subsequent
levels of satisfaction with regard to their experience. Parents described how
perceptions of their school district brought them to the local community, and then
shaped their opinions regarding high and low performing schools in their
community. Once enrolled in the choice program, parents reported high levels of
satisfaction with the school choice program. Parents also described the
frustrations associated with enrolling their children in choice programs, including
convenience factors and conflict with neighbors regarding their decision to enroll
their children in a non-neighborhood school.
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Bolman and Deal’s (2013) frame theory was used as an overarching
theoretical framework to interpret school choice decisions and consequences
through symbolic, political, human resource, and structural lenses. Additionally,
Dewey’s philosophy of education explained the role of public education as both
an individual and social good. Critical pedagogy was adopted to examine the
social consequences of school choice in public education, providing educational
and social advantage for some, while continuing disadvantage for others.
Parents sought an educational advantage for their children by enrolling
them in a choice program. Their collective actions signify what parents desire
from public education – a good school in a safe neighborhood. Recommendations
were provided for professional practice regarding ways to implement school
choice, and advice regarding how to ensure more equitable access to choice
programs by disadvantaged families.

Keywords: active choosing families, school choice, school choice programs,
market-driven schools, parent satisfaction, parental experiences
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
I grew up on the rural prairie of North Dakota with parents who valued education.
My parents, one a professional educator and the other a farmer, instilled the importance
of education in my older sister, younger brother, and me and kept us engaged in our local
school district. I recall my school experience as a defining feature of my formative years.
When I enrolled in college, I never wavered on my decision to become a professional
educator. I credit this desire to the strong influence of my family and my rural, public
education experience.
I began my teaching career with the Minneapolis Public Schools (Special School
District No. 1) as an elementary school teacher. Later on in my experience, I assumed
leadership duties and responsibilities in collaboration with my building principal.
Working within a diverse community and school, I got my first glimpse regarding how
competition in public education often extends beyond the athletic playing fields and into
a quest to maintain a healthy student population. Furthermore, I gained an appreciation
for the benefits of working in a racially and socioeconomically diverse environment but
also encountered the public perception challenges that exist when diversity enters the
marketplace.
After working as an intern and completing the coursework in a principal
preparation program, I earned a principal license. I began my career in school
administration at Lincoln K-8 Choice School in Rochester, Minnesota (I.S.D. No. 535).
My first position as a principal began in the fall of 2007. I served a school community
just shy of 400 students, ranging in age from kindergarten through 8th grade. A defining
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feature of Lincoln K-8 involved its designation as a “choice program” within the
Rochester Public Schools.
As a result of being a non-traditional choice school program, Lincoln K-8 did not
have an established attendance boundary; families made the choice to attend Lincoln K-8.
The school district provided transportation to help students attend Lincoln K-8 from all
parts of the city. Competition for students was a central feature of my tenure at Lincoln
K-8, requiring us to be creative about continually marketing and promoting our school to
maintain relevance in a district-imposed competitive environment.
After serving three years at Lincoln K-8, I was appointed to my current role,
principal at Normandale Hills Elementary School in Bloomington, Minnesota (I.S.D. No.
271). At Normandale Hills, I work collaboratively with approximately 70 licensed and
non-licensed staff to ensure a high-quality education for nearly 550 students. Unlike
Lincoln K-8, Normandale Hills is not a choice school option; rather, it is one of nine
elementary schools, along with one district-sponsored choice school, within
Bloomington.
Although Normandale Hills does not have the official label of being a choice
school program, over half of Normandale Hills’ student population came from outside of
the defined attendance area at the beginning of my tenure. Due to the high volume of
transfers into the program, some might consider the school a “de facto” choice school
program because of the number of students attending from areas outside of the
neighborhood attendance zone.
As a teacher and principal involved in both “traditional” and “school choice
programs” in three different school districts, I have wondered over my fifteen years of
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experience about why some families make the extra effort to enroll their children in a
school choice program outside of their “catchment area” (Danielson, 2011, p. 43) or
school district defined attendance area.
My experiences allowed me to gain knowledge of different educational settings
and programs in urban, rural, and suburban districts, and traditional “neighborhood”
schools and “school choice” programs. These diverse experiences broadened my
perspective regarding education in the 21st century and solidified my belief regarding the
importance of school choice and its increasingly prominent role in the school landscape.
My study continues this interest by learning first-hand about parental decision making
and satisfaction with choice programs.
Statement of the Problem, Purpose, and Significance
The United States Department of Education reported increased trends in the use of
school choice in their statistical analysis conducted by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES; Tice, Princiotta, Chapman, & Bielick, 2006). The percentage of
students attending a school other than their “assigned public school” rose five percentage
points from 11 to 16 percent between 1993 and 2007 (Tice et al., 2006, p. 10). At the
same time, the percentage of children attending their assigned public school decreased
from 80 to 74 percent (Tice et al., 2006).
Approximately 46 percent of the over 11,000 families surveyed nationwide by
NCES indicated at least some sort of choice school options, with choice options most
often offered in urban areas. When presented with choice school options, approximately
25 percent of the families attended a “choice” public school, 67 percent attended their
“assigned” school, and the remaining 9 percent attended a private school (Tice et al.,
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2006). School choice programs altered the landscape of public education and presented
new choices for parents. I felt curious about what prompted families to go outside the
designated neighborhood school and seek a choice school educational program. What
process did they adopt to explore options and select a program? Finally, I wondered how
their experiences matched their hopes and expectations regarding the choice school
program.
The purpose of my study was to identify the reasons why families seek alternative
choice educational programs, offering insight to suburban school district officials as they
work to maintain and develop meaningful and relevant programs in an increasingly
competitive environment. This study proves valuable to suburban public school leaders
who work to develop 21st-century programmatic offerings for families. These offerings
require balancing the desire for more choice school options from families with the
demands placed on school systems due to an increasingly diverse racial and socioeconomic population of learners.
Competition for students may increase in the years ahead from the charter school
movement, on-line learning initiatives, the freedom to move from one school system to
another via open enrollment legislation, or simply past practices, such as homeschooling
or attending private and/or parochial schools. Regardless, competition has entered the
marketplace and appears here to stay. My research questions focused on how parents
make choices to send their children to choice programs.
Research Questions
I adopted two questions to guide my study: Why and how do parents/guardians
make the decision to enroll their elementary-aged children in a choice school program in
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a suburban district? After enrolling children in a school choice program, how did the
alternative educational program meet parent/guardian(s)’s expectations and serve their
children based on their reasons for enrolling their children and their first year of
experience in the program? I explored these questions by analyzing one site, FAME
School for the Performing Arts, an elementary school within the Anytown Public Schools
(both pseudonyms). Both FAME and the Anytown Public Schools are described in
greater detail in future sections.
Overview of Chapters
I introduced the study and describe my experiences as a professional educator in
both choice and non-choice public education in chapter one. With regards to introducing
the study, information is presented that includes the significance of the problem, my
research questions and goals, and finally a definition of relevant terms pertaining to
school choice. In chapter two, I summarize a review of literature regarding why and how
parents make the decision to enroll their elementary-aged children in a choice school
program. This summary includes the background of choice schooling in public
education, an overview of specific types of choice programs, and the characteristics of
those families who participate in school choice. Parent satisfaction, including some of
the unintended consequences of choice programming, is uncovered in this chapter as
well. Finally, I introduce a gap in literature to position the significance of this work and
describe several theories used to analyze the phenomenon of school choice, including
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) frame theory, John Dewey’s philosophy of education
(1900,1916,1934) pertaining to education as an individual and social good, and critical
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pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006) to further examine the social consequences of
implementing choice programming in public education.
A description of methods used to conduct this research appears in chapter three. I
provide a description of the qualitative methodology, including the case study approach.
I further elaborate on the setting, permissions and guidelines, recruitment and selection
process of participants, methods of data collection and analysis, and steps taken to ensure
validity, reliability and confidentiality in qualitative research. My research findings are
then described in chapters four and five.
Chapter four is dedicated to the parents’ search process. It uncovers how
perceptions brought families to the local community and, once settled, influenced them to
seek a choice school program for their children’s elementary school experience.
Convenience factors including transportation and proximity were uncovered and taken
into consideration prior to families making their school decisions. Parents were divided
into two distinctive groups regarding their rationale for pursing a school outside of their
local neighborhood. Chapter four ends with uncovering the school choice experience
from the perception of racially and ethnically diverse parents in the suburban setting.
In chapter five, I uncover parents’ satisfaction with school choice, including
factors influencing their high levels of support for FAME School for the Performing Arts
as well as several hindrances to satisfaction. These hindrances to satisfaction emerged
prior to enrollment and also once their children were enrolled at FAME. Chapter six
contains my theoretical analysis through the perspective of Bolman and Deal’s (2013)
frame theory, John Dewey’s (1900,1916,1934) philosophy of education, and critical
pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006).
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Chapter seven is dedicated to a summary of my findings, the implications of
increased choice programming in public education, and recommendations for leaders in
choice and non-choice public education settings to consider. I hope to contribute to a
better understanding of the impact of school choice programming in a suburban setting,
more specifically why parents exercise choice in a suburban setting, how they construct
their search process, and factors influencing their levels of satisfaction with choice
programming once enrolled.
I begin with a definition of terms and then proceed to describe my review of
literature.
Definition of Terms
I adopted the following terms and definitions for this study:
Active Choosing Families: parents who pursue an educational option for their children
outside of their assigned attendance area (Bulman, 2004; Noreisch, 2006)
Catchment Area: attendance areas developed by the local school district that assign
children to specific neighborhood schools (Danielson, 2011)
Charter Schools: “sponsor-created and administered, outcome-based public schools that
operate under a contract between the school and the local school board or the state”
(Heise & Ryan, 2002, p. 2063)
Choice Sets: the set of schools parents may consider for their children (Bell, 2009)
Cyber Schools: individualized education provided through virtual means; synonymous
with on-line learning and virtual learning
Home Schooling: schooling where a majority of a child’s core instruction is received in
their home, most often under the direction of an adult family member
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Inter-District Transfers: choice between school districts
Intra-District Transfers: choice among traditional public schools within a particular
school district
Magnet Schools: “a special school or program designed to attract students of different
racial/ethnic backgrounds for the purpose of reducing, preventing, or eliminating racial
isolation (5-percent or more minority enrollment); and/or to provide an academic or
social focus on a particular theme (e.g. science/mathematics, performing arts,
gifted/talented, or foreign language)” (Keaton, 2012, p. B-3)
Market-Driven Schools: the belief that in order to receive resources schools must
respond to the demands of consumers (Kearney & Arnold, 1994)
Open Enrollment: the ability to choose a school outside of one’s local independent
school district for one’s child
Residential Choice: the selection of a school program for a child when selecting a
family’s place of residence
School Choice: the explicit policies granting parents and guardians the opportunity to
select from among more than one option for complying with state compulsory school
laws (Minow, 2011)
School Choice Programs: range of options including inter-district choice plans, intradistrict choice plans, publicly funded vouchers to attend private schools, charter schools,
private school tuition credits, magnet schools, and homeschooling (Tice et al., 2006)
Vouchers: tuition certificates that students may redeem at participating public and
private schools (d’Entremont & Huerta, 2007)
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
I conducted a review of literature to locate scholarly studies regarding how
families make decisions to access public school choice programs in suburban America.
To provide background and context for my study, I reviewed the history of the school
choice movement in American education, including the societal reasons for establishing
greater education choice and its prevalence in the educational landscape. I then searched
for studies to examine the reasons why families seek an alternative form of education, the
factors influencing their decision, how they conducted the school selection process, and
their levels of satisfaction with school choice once enrolled.
I organized my findings thematically into several broad categories: (1)
background and history of school choice; (2) characteristics of families who make school
choice decisions, reasons why families make school choice decisions, and how families
make school choice decisions; and (3) parental satisfaction with school choice.
Background and History of School Choice
“School choice” serves as a generic term used to represent a variety of schooling
options; the general meaning refers to families choosing a school to meet compulsory
attendance laws (Cobb & Glass, 2009; Mickelson, Bottia, & Southworth, 2008; Minow,
2011). “Essentially school choice means altering the governance and funding of the
present K-12 public education system to allow parents and students to select the
educational institution that best fits their needs” (Cooley, 2006, p. 246).
Originally, school choice entered public education as a means to combat racial
segregation (Minow, 2011). School choice helped to integrate schools and offset the
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negative effects of socio-economic segregation that were built up throughout the 20th
century. Presently, the school choice debate has shifted to the positive impact on
schooling. “Choice advocates now draw on economic models that consider schools as
analogous to business firms and families as analogous to consumers” (Henig, 1990, p.
70).
To define its purpose and meaning, Cobb and Glass (2009) separated school
choice into two categories: (1) private and public sector choice and (2) regulated and
unregulated choice. “Within the private sector are secular and nonsecular schools that
can be assessed by tuition paying families, or in far fewer cases, through scholarship or
means tested voucher programs” (p. 263). Choice in the public sphere, defined as
“charter schools, magnet schools and traditional public schools that can be accessed
through intra- and inter-district open enrollment plans, voluntary integration plans, or
more regulated desegregation programs” (Cobb & Glass, 2009, p. 263), refers to ways
publically supported tuition supports education choices made by families seeking
alternative education.
Less regulated school choice programs involve schools failing to monitor the
distribution of students from one school to another (Cobb & Glass, 2009). Unregulated
choice favors market-based competition for students to enhance the overall quality of all
schools. Examples of unregulated school choice programs include open enrollment
opportunities and charter school programs. Controlled choice gives priority to students
from disadvantaged backgrounds, thus limiting the potential for social stratification.
Magnet schools serve as the primary example of controlled school choice programming.
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I next describe different ways families make choices in the public sphere,
including residential choice, educational vouchers, enrollment in magnet schools, and
lastly, participation in charter schools funded by public dollars.
Residential Choice
Residential choice allows parents to use the selection of their residential location
as a way to choose their children’s schools (Green et al., 2010; Schneider, Teske, Roch,
& Marschall, 1997). The “most pervasive form of school choice” (Green et. al, 2010, p.
7), residential choice shaped the American education system throughout the past century.
Traditionally, public schools in the United States based their enrollment on geographic
location (Falbo, Glover, Holcombe, & Stokes, 2005; Goyette, 2008). Students, assigned
to a school based on their place of residence, attend the school based on their proximity
to a neighborhood school. Local school districts use attendance boundaries to efficiently
and evenly distribute students throughout their school system. Families exercise choice
by moving into neighborhoods with desirable schools. Another method of school choice
involves the use of educational vouchers.
Educational Vouchers
Milton Friedman, an economist, advocated for the implementation of economic or
market principles in the world of public school education in the early 1960s (Hess, 2010).
Friedman proposed the use of educational vouchers, or tuition certificates, to fulfill
compulsory school attendance laws.
Governments could require a minimum level of schooling financed by giving
parents vouchers redeemable for a specified maximum sum per child per year if
spent on “approved” educational services. Parents would then be free to spend
this sum and any additional sum they themselves provided on purchasing
educational services from an “approved” institution of their choice. (Friedman,
2002, p. 89)
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By increasing parents’ decision-making opportunities and limiting the federal
government’s role in education, Friedman believed vouchers would “promote both
equitable and efficient schooling” (Hess, 2010, p. 37).
Friedman’s proposal won some support but lacked full implementation until
decades later, when several groups joined in advocating for school vouchers, including
Catholics dismayed by judicial assaults on school prayer and members of the Republican
Party (Hess, 2010). Vouchers, first implemented as a school reform in the early 1990s,
started with the “Milwaukee Parental Choice Program” in Milwaukee, Wisconsin
(Gibbons & Telhaj, 2007; Sutton & King, 2011). Other large-scale voucher movements
included the “Tuition and Scholarship Program” offered in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1996 and
the “Opportunity Scholarship Program” in Washington, D.C., implemented in 2003
(Miron, Evergreen, & Urschel, 2008).
Policy, political, and legal barriers hindered the expansion of more voucher
programs, resulting in slow growth over the past several decades (d’Entemont & Huerta,
2007). Still today, vouchers earn support from political conservatives as the primary way
of improving a stagnant educational system in the United States (Edwards & David,
1997; Weissberg, 2009). Some argue for a market approach to select and purchase
education, describing education as a commodity like food and clothing:
We rely on markets in the United States to provide the food we eat, the clothes we
wear, and the houses that shelter us. It is time the education community paid
more attention to the markets that deliver these essential goods to us so reliably
and efficiently. And it is time, too, for us to admit that our educational system,
based on so different and outdated a model, will not meet our needs and
expectations unless it is fundamentally changed (Walberg & Bast, 1993, p. 18).
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The voucher movement gave families an opportunity to exercise school choice without
moving their place of residence. Another method of school choice involves enrollment in
magnet schools.
Magnet Schools
The magnet school movement began in the late 1970s (Blank & Archbald, 1992;
Bush, Burley, & Causey-Bush, 2001; Goldring & Smrekar, 2002). Unlike the voucher
movement, based on market principals, magnet schools represented a form of intradistrict choice to promote “voluntary desegregation of public schools by offering students
alternatives to neighborhood schools, which most often had homogeneous race and socioeconomic compositions” (Mickelson et al., 2008, p. 11). Another advantage of magnet
school programming involved the potential to bring students into a district via interdistrict school choice, allowing families to choose schools from outside their local district
boundary.
Initially, magnet schools served elementary students, most often were located in
larger, urban school districts, and were defined by some sort of thematic approach, such
as schools specializing in mathematics and science, the arts or offering multi-age
classrooms (Hausman & Goldring, 2000). Magnet schools offered desirable educational
options to attract students and increase diversity within the school and neighborhood
(Hausman & Goldring, 2000).
Magnet schools remain the most widespread form of school-district-initiated
choice (Hausman & Goldring, 2000). During the 2010-11 school year, roughly 2700
magnet schools operated throughout the United States with over two million students
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enrolled (Keaton, 2012, p. 7). Another choice option, charter schools, offer an alternative
to attending a “traditional” neighborhood school based on attendance boundaries.
Charter Schools
The charter school movement started in the Minnesota in the early 1990s (Green
et al., 2010; Wong & Langevin, 2007). Essentially, sponsors create and administer
charter schools, operating under a contract between the school and the local school board
or the state (Heise & Ryan, 2002; Russo, 2013). Some view charter schools as an
attractive school choice alternative to traditional public schools because their governance
structure allows them to circumvent state and national bureaucratic controls and
ultimately be much more autonomous (Angrist, Pathak, & Walters, 2013; Levy, 2010).
Charter schools developed rapidly throughout the United States after their initial
introduction. Currently, over 5,200 charter schools exist nationwide, serving nearly
1,800,000 students (Keaton, 2012).
School Choice Statistics
An increasing number of families use school choice policies to identify what they
deem as the best educational experience for their children (Green et al., 2010; LacirenoPaquet & Brantley, 2008). Student attendance over the past several decades shows an
increasing number of families enrolling their children in “chosen” public schools rather
than staying with the “assigned” public school in their designated attendance area.
Attendance in an assigned public school declined from 79.9% in 1993 to 73.2% in 2007
(Tice et al., 2006). Regarding “chosen” public schools, participation levels increased
from 11.0% in 1993 to 15.4% in 2003 and finally to 15.5% in 2007 (Tice et al., 2006).
During this same window of time, only a slight increase in the percentage of students
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participating in church- and non-church-related private school education occurred (Tice
et al., 2006).
The next section explores how and why families make the decision to send their
children to schools outside of those in their assigned attendance zone. I first describe
who typically chooses a choice school program for their children and then describe
factors influencing family school choice decisions.
Defining School Choice Consumers
The previous section described the increase in school choice options during the
second half of the 20th century. The expansion of school choice included alternative
programs such as, voucher initiatives, magnet and charter schools, and giving families
additional schooling options to consider (Green et al., 2010; Heise & Ryan, 2002;
Minow, 2011). Parents exercising school choice, described as “active school choosers,”
pursue options outside of their assigned neighborhood school (Bulman, 2004; Noreisch,
2006).
The literature refers to school choice options as “option demand choices”
(Lacireno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008) or “option demand systems” (Teske & Schneider,
2001). Option demand systems give parents the opportunity to choose a particular
program for their children, but the local school remains the default option. Those who
exercise option demand choices include “a self-selected group of students and families
who exhibit motivation to obtain and evaluate information and then make an active
choice of a non-assigned school” (Lacireno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008, p. 11).
Noreisch (2006) described the benefits of maintaining active parents from a
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school-based perspective: “Schools are receptive to parents who are active because they
realize the benefits that these parents will bring to their school and thus it is in their
interest to keep these parents” (p. 1324). These benefits include active and on-going
participation in both their children’s education and also school-sponsored activities.
I next describe the studies related to the group of parents known as “active school
choosers” (Bulman, 2004; Noreisch, 2006), including their demographic characteristics
and reasons for exercising option demand choices (Lacireno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008;
Teske & Schneider, 2001).
Characteristics of Families Who Make School Choice Decisions
Middle- and upper-middle-class White families have been shown to more likely
participate in school choice, while low-income families tend to stay in their assigned
school (Lauen, 2007; Phillips, Hausman, & Larson, 2012). Furthermore, choice school
participants tend to be better educated than non-choosing families (Martinez, Thomas, &
Kemerer, 1994). Through their analysis of the formal evaluations of three publicly
funded and two privately funded choice programs, Martinez et al. (1994) found that
choosing families had higher levels of educational achievement and higher standards of
educational expectations for their children.
Although much of the school choice literature focused on the barriers
disadvantaged families face in securing placement in choice programming (Cobb &
Glass, 2007; Lauen, 2007; Mickelson et al., 2008; Weissberg, 2009), the United States
Department of Education reported an increase in participation levels of Black and
Hispanic families in choice programming (National Center for Education Statistics,
2010). For example, the percentage of Black students attending a chosen public school
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rose from 19 to 24 percent between 1993 and 2007 (NCES as cited in Grady & Bielick,
2010, p. 11). During the same time period, the percentage of Hispanic families attending
a choice public school rose from 14 to 17 percent (Grady & Bielick, 2010, p. 11).
Regardless of race, these statistics indicate “a growing majority of families voting with
their feet and empowering themselves by exercising school choice” (Manno, 2010, p. 25).
I next describe the characteristics of choosers for voucher initiatives and magnet
and charter schools using race and socio-economic status as criteria for grouping students
and families.
Voucher Programs
Educational vouchers are tuition certificates that students may redeem at
participating public and private schools (d’Entremont & Huerta, 2007). School districts
in urban areas are the most likely to establish voucher programs (Miron et al., 2008; Paul,
Legan, & Metcalf, 2007). As a result, “voucher participants are overwhelmingly poor
and low income” (Lacierno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008, p. 5). African-American and
Latino students make up a majority of students currently involved in voucher programs
(d’Entremont & Huerta, 2007).
Paul et al. (2007) provided additional information regarding voucher participants
in their longitudinal analysis of the Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program (CSTP)
based in Cleveland, Ohio. Paul et al. collected data between 1997 through 2001 with the
goal of identifying whether or not the characteristics of voucher applicants changed over
time. Their research confirmed voucher recipients are primarily low income and reside in
the inner city, and “students who are awarded but do not use a voucher are of lower
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income and more likely to be minority than those who are awarded and use a voucher”
(p. 242).
Magnet and Charter Schools
The primary purpose for establishing magnet schools involved combating the
increasing levels of racial segregation in urban American settings (Blank & Archbald,
1992; Bush et al., 2001; Goldring & Smrekar, 2002). Despite this initial rationale,
Hausman and Goldring (2000) conducted an anonymous survey of over 1200 magnet
school parents and found “[magnet school families] are more likely to be of higher
[socio-economic] status than other parents in the district” (p. 113). The charter school
movement coincided with the magnet school movement and brought more competition to
the public school setting.
Charter school participants prove more difficult to describe because of the uneven
distribution of charter schools within states and differences in the type of student targeted
by different schools (Heise & Ryan, 2002). Lacireno-Paquet and Brantely (2008)
described how different goals and reasons for participating in charter school make them
difficult to categorize:
There is great diversity across the states in terms of the characteristics of charter
school students. Because of the variation between and within states, it is
impossible to say that the average charter school student is like X or Y. In some
places charters appear to under-enroll low-income and minority students
compared with the general student population, but in others, the opposite is true.
(p. 8)
In the next section, I explore why families feel the need to make alternative
school choice decisions for their children.
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Reasons Why Families Make School Choice Decisions
Parents routinely reported basing schooling decisions on their children’s best
interests (Bulman, 2004; Lacierno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008). I identified three broad
categories used by families in the school choice decision-making process, including (1)
the quality of the academic program, (2) the desirable social composition of the school,
and (3) geographic location. I will now provide justification for why choice
programming has entered the public education marketplace.
Academic Quality
Academic quality served as the primary factor in the decision-making process
regarding school choice decision (Henig, 1990; Howe, Eisenhart, & Betebenner, 2002;
Weiher & Tedin, 2002). In their study of inter-district choice programs in Massachusetts,
Armor and Peiser (1998) identified high academic standards as the most-often-cited
reason for families exercising school choice. Likewise, Kleitz, Weiher, Tedin, and
Matland (2000) surveyed over 1,100 charter school families in Texas on the impact of
education quality, class size, safety, location, and friends on their decision-making
process and found that “[n]o matter how the data is parsed, 93%-96% of respondents say
that education quality is important or very important to them” (Kleitz et al., 2000, p. 850).
Schneider, Marschall, Teske, and Roch (1998) affirmed the role of academic
quality in the decision-making process and also explored the role of socio-economic
status and race, or social composition of the student body, when deciding on choice
programming. Schneider et al. (1998) interviewed over 400 residents in the New York
metropolitan area and identified four fundamental reasons why families exercised school
choice: (1) academic quality, (2) the racial composition of the student population, (3)
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school values, and (4) the school’s disciplinary code. Schneider et al. found differences
in the characteristics valued by individual groups. White parents and parents with higher
levels of education more often stressed academic quality and the values of the school as
their primary motivators for choice. Racially diverse individuals “were more likely to
value schools that perform the bedrock function of providing a safe environment in which
the fundamentals of education are delivered” (Schneider et al., 1998, p. 498).
Desirable Social Composition
In addition to the academic quality of the school program, social composition is
also a factor in the school decision-making process. Using data from school choice
programs sponsored by the Minneapolis Public Schools, Glazerman (1997) reported test
scores appeared to be the primary factor when deciding a school, but the racial effect
provided a considerable pull for families faced with the prospect of their children
attending a school and belonging to a small group of diverse students as compared to the
overall student population.
Though social composition was a factor in the decision making process, parents
oftentimes referenced different factors when reflecting upon their school choice process.
Weiher and Tedin (2002) interviewed over 1,000 charter school families in Texas and
found revealing differences in the results of the parents’ words and subsequent actions.
“Though almost no one in this sample will say it is important to them that their children
attend schools with children of the same race, race is a powerful predictor of the school
children ultimately attend” (Weiher & Tedin, 2002, p. 91). The results illustrated a
common weakness related to the use of surveys and interviews in school choice research:
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differences existed between respondents’ stated preferences and their actual patterns of
behavior.
Rather than gathering input via surveys or interviews, Henig’s (1990) study of
enrollment patterns in Montgomery County, Maryland, inspected the behaviors of
families by analyzing over 450 transfer requests into 14 magnet schools (p. 73). Henig
found both White people and diverse individuals chose schools where their children were
less likely to be socioeconomically or racially isolated. “When other characteristics of
the schools are controlled for, white families still show a distinct tendency to prefer
schools with a lower proportion of minorities; minority families still tended to opt for
schools in lower-income, higher minority neighborhoods” (Henig, 1990, p. 80).
Finally, Schneider and Buckley’s (2002) Washington, D.C.-based study utilized
internet-based methodological tools to study parental preferences in schools as revealed
through information search patterns. Between November 1999 and June 2000, over
2,300 individuals visited the website http://www.DCSchoolSearch.com to gather
information about Washington, D.C., schools, including location, test scores, mission
statements, academic programs, and student demographics. “In short, consistent with
verbal reports, DC parents are ‘visiting’ schools with better academic performance, but,
despite an unwillingness to admit this in surveys, they are also seeking out schools with a
lower percentage of black students” (Schneider & Buckley, 2002, p. 141).
Geographic Location
Geographic location, or proximity to a choice program, also serves as a factor in
the decision-making process of families, albeit with less of a research focus (FowlerFinn, 1994; Theobold, 2005). Fowler-Finn (1994) surveyed families regarding their
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reasons for leaving the school system in Haverhill, Massachusetts. Over half of the 41
families surveyed cited geographic location as the reason for making the school switch.
Likewise, Theobold’s (2005) study based in Colorado Springs School District 11
found “schools exchanging the highest numbers of students were contiguous with each
other” (p. 107). Most often, families picked a nearby school they perceived as better than
their assigned school rather than choosing a school at a greater distance with higher
performance ratings. Both neighborhood and school characteristics appeared to equally
influence families. Families choose schools for a variety of reasons, often seeking better
opportunities with a favorable social environment based on the diverse characteristics of
the school population and location.
How Families Make School Choice Decisions
The idea of “culture” (Bulman, 2004), shaped by factors including individual’s
social interactions and past educational experiences, helps explain how families made
decisions to participate in school choice programs. Bulman conducted 88 interviews of
suburban families to gather a better understanding of how families on all points of the
socioeconomic spectrum evaluate and make schooling decisions. From this research,
Bulman introduced the idea of culture to school choice literature. “Culture is best
understood not as values or interests, but as a lens through which people make sense of
the world, evaluate their options, and take action” (p. 513). “Families from different
cultural and social backgrounds approach the educational system with different
understandings about what they want for their children” (Bulman, 2004, p. 513). Parents
use social networks to learn about school culture.
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Social Networks
Social networks, developed through social interactions, serve as the primary
means for families to gather information about schools (Lauen, 2007; Schneider et al.,
1997). Schneider et al. (1997) analyzed social networks as a strategy of gathering and
filtering information. They based their study in four school districts, two urban and two
suburban, surveying 400 families in each location. They asked respondents to give
information regarding school choice options and their networks, and also collected
demographic information about the “discussant.” They used three factors to evaluate the
quality of networks: (1) number of discussants in the networks, (2) strength of the ties
linking discussants, and (3) educational level of discussants.
Schneider et al.’s (1997) results revealed the effectiveness of an individual’s
social networks depended on income and educational level:
Given their higher quality networks, higher status individuals are more likely to
be exposed to more and better information about schools that they gather ‘on the
cheap’ as part of their interactions with more highly informed and more highly
educated discussants. (p. 1220)
Bell (2009) expanded on the role of social networks in the decision-making
process when she introduced the notion of “choice sets.”
When parents choose, we might expect that they will not consider every school in
their district nor will they necessarily choose the best school. We would expect,
however, parents will select reasonable schools given their expectations of what is
reasonable. (p. 192)
In her longitudinal comparative case study, Bell found that although “there was a
remarkable agreement on the criteria used to choose a school, parents constructed their
choice sets in different ways” (p. 200). The parents’ access to information and their
ability to gather additional information during the decision-making process restricted
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each search (Ben-Porath, 2009). Access to information creates inequities in the decisionmaking process.
White, more affluent, and better-educated families more easily navigate through
school choice options (Schneider et al., 1997). Conversely, “[p]eople of color may
perceive fewer options because they have more limited resources to gather information.
Low-income parents also may perceive fewer options because they rely on information
from relatives, which may be redundant” (Goyette, 2008, p. 116).
Holme and Richard’s (2009) study of inter-district choice plans in the Denver
metropolitan area illustrated the concern that choice increases stratification, creating
racial and economic divisions. On average, White students transferred out of racially
diverse districts into those with higher percentages of White students more often. The
most significant stratification, however, occurred along socio-economic status lines.
“Across the region, higher income students were far more likely to take advantage of
inter-district choice and to transfer to higher income school districts” (Holme & Richard,
2009, p. 168).
This movement of more advantaged students into areas with less racial and socioeconomic diversity describes “White Flight” (Blank & Archbald, 1993; d’Entremont &
Huerta, 2007). White Flight, increasing the social inequity for disadvantaged students
who remain in low-performing neighborhood schools, formed the primary argument
given against the increase in choice programming (Goyette, 2008; Militello, Metzger, &
Bowers, 2008).
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Past Educational Experiences
Parents’ past educational experiences also play a role in their decision about
where to enroll their children in school (Bulman, 2004; Raty, Kasonen, & Laine, 2009).
Williams, Hancer, and Hunter’s (1983) research suggested the lived experiences of
parents in both public and private schools help shape their cultural understanding of
schools, thus influencing the school choice decision-making process.
Sikkink and Emerson (2008) analyzed the role of parent education in the choice
process and found increased levels of education may actually heighten levels of
segregation. “Education does not free people from this structure; in fact, education
increases people’s investment in status hierarchies, and their ability to successfully
negotiate them” (p. 287). Culture, shaped by social networks and past educational
experiences, helps families develop a choice set of potential schools. I next explore the
spread of poverty outside of urban areas and the impact on suburban school districts.
Poverty
During the second half of the 20th century, concentrated poverty extended beyond
the urban core due to changes to low income-housing policies, combined with an increase
in transportation efficiency and industries gradually shifting to the suburbs (Wilson,
2010). Individuals migrated to the suburbs for a multitude of reasons, including low-cost
housing and low-wage, low-skills jobs (Wilson, 2010). Kneebone, Nadeau, and Berube
(2011) illustrated this changing demographic when they found extreme poverty rose more
than twice as fast in suburban American than it did in cities during the past decade. This
rapid growth was most often found in the older suburban cities located adjacent to larger,
poorer metropolitan cities.
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Freeman (2010) presented a case for how this “suburbanization of poverty” (p.
677) affected American society and also pubic school systems.
The migration of the poor to the suburbs has happened gradually and the fact that
this shift has been years in the making suggests that the growth of the suburban
poor is neither a statistical fluctuation nor a demographic trend that is likely to
reverse itself anytime soon. (p. 675)
Suburban school systems, especially those adjacent to the inner city core, find
themselves no longer serving an only an affluent and economically mobile population
(Freeman, 2010). I next explore parental satisfaction rates for families involved in school
choice programs.
Parental Satisfaction with School Choice
Families participating in school choice options routinely report being more
satisfied than non-choosing families (Hausman & Goldring, 2000; Howe et al., 2001;
Wohlsetter, Nayfack, & Mora-Flores, 2008). According to a statistical analysis
conducted by NCES, “In 2003, 54 percent of students enrolled in assigned public schools
had parents who were very satisfied with the schools, compared with 64 percent of
students in chosen public schools, 77 percent of students in church-related private schools
and 72 percent of students in other private schools” (Tice et al., 2006, p. 32). Parents
reported similar results regarding satisfaction with teachers, order and discipline, and
academic standards.
Howe et al. (2001) explored the impact on school choice on the Boulder Valley
School District (BVSD), a school district with a history of school choice programming
dating back to the early 1960s. They collected data from 466 individuals representing 43
schools through their collection and analysis of multiple sources of data and found
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parents reported higher levels of satisfaction in choice program than their non-choosing
peers.
Goldring and Shapira’s (1993) study provided an international perspective on
school choice as they measured the relationship with public school choice and parents’
satisfaction with their children’s school. They surveyed over 330 Israeli parents from
four different school programs using an anonymous questionnaire and found parents
involved in choice programs reported being highly satisfied. Of note was the influence of
the school’s program to be compatible with the parents’ personal expectations. This
alignment of school and home expectations proved to be the strongest influence on
parents’ sense of satisfaction in the schools studied.
Along a similar line of thinking, Raty (2007) examined parents’ school
recollections to better understand the “dynamics of the social reproduction of education”
(p. 388). Raty’s study, based in Finland, collected longitudinal data regarding parents’
levels of satisfaction throughout their own primary school experience. Academically
educated parents and parents with positive recollections of their school experiences
reported higher level of satisfaction as compared to working class families and families
with less favorable schooling experiences. Interestingly, Raty also reported a decrease in
parental satisfaction rates over time. She wondered whether the normative feedback
parents receive about their children’s academic performance as they get older reduced
their satisfaction.
Oplatka and Nupar (2012) found reputation served as a factor in school choice
decision making. Oplatka and Nupar (2012) added to the satisfaction literature as they
explored the distinctive elements of school reputation and their subsequent impact on
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parents’ perceptions of schools. They completed 20 semi-structured interviews with
Israeli families to identify the elements of a school’s reputation and identified six
components of school reputation that impacted parent satisfaction: (1) student
achievement, (2) quality of students, (3) special attention to pupils, (4) school violence
and discipline, (5) degree of satisfaction within the school, and (6) quality of teaching
staff (p. 43-46). Reputation proves important to a school community for factors such as
“stronger market position, greater public esteem and support, and better abilities to attract
stakeholders” (Oplatka & Nupar, 2012, p. 50).
Reputation, shaped by general parent satisfaction rates, differs slightly among
ethnic groups (Friedman, Babrowski, & Geraci, 2006). Between 2002 and 2004,
Friedman, Babrowski, and Geraci (2006) collected parental perceptions of their
children’s schools using the Harris Interactive School Poll. Over 27,000 individuals
participated in the final research project. Friedman et al. found “more commonality than
differences across the ethnic groups with respect to predictors of parent overall school
satisfaction” (p 481). School safety was the variable most often related to overall school
satisfaction across ethnic groups.
Specific Types of Choice Programming
School choice programming yields higher levels of parent satisfaction (NCES,
2006). Falbo et al. (2005) explored the role of residential choice in satisfaction by
conducting surveys in a large Texas urban school district. Parents who reported making
residential choice decisions saw student achievement more positively and expressed more
satisfaction with the quality of education their children received. Conversely, parents
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with children transferring into a school within a school district reported no benefits, either
from a student achievement or general satisfaction standpoint (Falbo et al., 2005).
Depending on the reasons families choose a specific program, they reported
different levels of satisfaction (Hausman & Goldring, 2000). Hausman and Goldring
(2000) utilized anonymous surveys to gather information from over 1,220 magnet school
families. “The more parents choose their specific magnet school for academic reasons,
such as special programs and smaller class sizes, and value reasons, such as teaching
style of the school, the more satisfied they are with that school” (p. 114). Families who
reported basing their decision on convenience factors such as geographic location
reported lower levels of overall satisfaction.
Several studies focused on satisfaction rates of a particular type of choice school
program. Wohlsetter et al. (2008) focused on stakeholder satisfaction rates of charter
school families by gathering information from 2,137 parents involved with 17 charter
school programs. “When parents are asked to grade their children’s charter school on a
standard grading scale (A, B, C, D, F) the overwhelming majority of parents (70%) gave
their children’s charter school an ‘A’” (p. 76). They also disaggregated the data to look
at charter schools as “new,” “emerging,” and “mature” schools and found that satisfaction
rates increased over time as issues pertaining to start-up, mainly school facilities and
support services, were addressed.
Buckley and Schneider (2006) confirmed in their research that charter school
parents initially evaluate their children’s schools more highly than do parents in
traditional school programs. However, these authors described education as an
“experience good” (p. 68) whose quality needs to be determined over time. The results
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of their Washington, D.C.-based longitudinal analysis of parents’ charter school
satisfaction found “that any charter school advantage found in cross-sectional analysis is
wiped out across all measures of satisfaction” (p. 76). Simply stated, the charter school
advantage regarding increased parental satisfaction did not appear to hold up over time.
Satisfaction at a Cost
The majority of studies reviewed regarding school choice indicate higher rates of
parent satisfaction when comparing various types of choice programming to more
traditional neighborhood school experiences (Hausman & Goldring, 2000; Howe et al.,
2001; NCES, 2006; Wohlsetter, Nayfack, & Mora-Flores, 2008). More research needs to
be conducted to determine if this increased level of satisfaction stands up over time
(Buckley & Schneider, 2006).
Schwartz (2009) introduced the notion of “choice overload” (p. 396) and
cautioned even though some choice is good, too much choice may have a negative
impact. Too many choice options may “lead to paralysis, poor decisions, and
dissatisfaction with even good decisions” (p. 392) and be confining, which is the opposite
of the fundamental goal of the original school choice movement.
Whereas Schwartz (2009) presented the case for why increased school choice
options can be a negative from the adult perspective, Howe et al.’s (2001) analysis of the
Boulder Valley School District (BVSD) presented the potential costs associated with
school choice from a student perspective. They presented school choice as a “zero-sum
game” (p. 144) through the skimming effects of students entering various choice schools
at the expense of traditional school communities. By doing so, school choice
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programming creates increased levels of stratification along racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic status lines.
Stratification appeared as a major theme found throughout school choice literature
(Cobb & Glass, 2009; Falbo et al., 2005; Holme & Richards, 2009; Mickelson et al.,
2008; Minow, 2011; Schneider & Teske, 1997; Wohlsetter et al., 2008). Even those
advocating for increased levels of school choice cautioned, “Poorly designed systems [of
school choice] may create greater stratification of schools, reduced educational
opportunity for disadvantaged students, and have no systemic competitive effects”
(Green et al., 2010, p. 4). The power of school choice to enhance achievement and
educational opportunities is dependent on “the details of design and implementation of
choice systems” (p. 4).
My review of literature began by recapping the journey of the school choice
movement. Next, I uncovered three themes prevalent in literature regarding why families
exercised school choice. These include academic quality, desirable social composition,
and geographic location. Research identified social networks and past educational
experiences as the main factors in how families conducted their school search. Finally, I
explored the satisfaction rates of families exercising school choice, including some of the
unintended negative consequences of the school choice movement in the public school
setting. I next explore the gaps in literature I uncovered during my review.
Gap in Literature
I conducted a thorough review of literature to explore how and why families
explore school choice options, as well as their subsequent satisfaction with the choice
program once enrolled. I found several gaps in the school choice literature related to my
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research question. First, studies represent largely urban areas. My research focused on
the emergence of school choice in a suburban community. Currently, most school choice
research has focused on choice options in urban settings. This is understandable since
school districts often locate choice programs in the urban core as a means for off-setting
increasing levels of racial and socio-economic segregation (Minow, 2011). My study
addressed these concerns.
A second gap in literature pertained to the type of information gathered from
families. I studied the actions and behaviors of “active school choosers” (Bulman, 2004;
Noreisch, 2006) by talking directly with families currently associated with a school
choice program. This allowed me opportunities to learn why they felt it necessary to
pursue a choice school, how they approached their selection process, and their level of
satisfaction with school choice once enrolled. As parents reported their actual patterns of
behavior, I gathered a better understanding of how the choice school movement has, and
will continue to, alter the landscape of suburban school districts. This information will
provide school district leaders and others interested in parental involvement in school
choice with a greater understanding of the reasons why families apply to a choice
program, the process involved in making decisions, and families’ satisfaction with a
school choice program.
Finally, school district officials in suburban communities may have felt the
“powerful pull” (Green et al., 2010, p. 1) of school choice and need more information to
respond in a productive manner. An increasing number of suburban schools, like their
urban counterparts, need to prepare for the diverse needs of a increasingly ethnically and
socio-economically diverse population of learners. I adopted three theories to analyze
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my findings regarding school choice and satisfaction. My analysis shows how these
theories address my research questions and findings.
Analytical Theory Related to School Choice and Satisfaction
Theory aids in understanding what motivates families to pursue different
elementary offerings for their children other than their assigned neighborhood school and
also their rate of satisfaction with a choice programs. I adopted Bolman and Deal’s
(2013) four-frame theory (the first of three theories described) to analyze the choice
school movement through four different lenses: symbolic, political, human resource, and
structural. Each frame provides different insights to the school choice phenomenon and
helps create a more comprehensive picture of why this movement entered the world of
public education.
I follow this analysis of choice school programming with a review of John
Dewey’s philosophy of education (1900,1916,1934) and his belief in enhancing learning
through the integration of arts into education and the importance of education as an
individual and social good. I conclude this analysis by reviewing the expansion of school
choice options through Critical Pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006), a philosophy of
education and social movement that combines education with critical theory.
Bolman and Deal’s Four-Frame Theory
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) theory supports effective leaders by allowing them
to easily and quickly size up a situation from several different perspectives. Analyzing
events through symbolic, political, human resource and structural frames allows
individuals to develop an accurate understanding of what is occurring by making
situations “understandable and manageable” (p. 29). I applied these frames to the school
choice movement, beginning with the human resource frame.
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The human resource frame focuses on the individuals who comprise an
organization and assumes organizations exist to serve human needs rather than the needs
of the organization (Bolman & Deal, 2013). Organizations need people just as badly as
people need organizations, and all parties benefit when a good fit exists. “Individuals
find meaningful and satisfying work, and the organizations get the talent and energy they
need to succeed” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 117). Likewise, when a good fit does not
exist, individuals are exploited or they exploit the organization.
The human resource frame helps provide clarification regarding how school
choice entered the public education marketplace (Cobb & Glass, 2009; Mickelson et al.,
2008; Minow, 2011). “Essentially school choice means altering the governance and
funding of the present K-12 public education system to allow parents and students to
select the educational institution that best fits their needs” (Cooley, 2006, p. 246).
Furthermore, it provides a context for how FAME became a reality within the Anytown
Public Schools. FAME started over two decades ago, when a group of individuals, led by
several staff, petitioned the local school board to establish Anytown’s first choice school
program. The fact that this group of stakeholders successfully established a choice
school to establish a choice program that best fits the needs of a certain group of children
illustrates the belief “that individuals [Anytown Public School employees] have rights
beyond a paycheck” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 117), a core assumption of the human
resources frame.
The structural frame concerns the “social architecture of work” (Bolman & Deal,
2013, p. 66). All organizations exist to achieve goals and objectives (Bolman & Deal,
2013). The best structure for an organization depends on “prevailing circumstances and
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considers an organizations goals, strategies, technology, people and environment” (p. 67).
In order to achieve goals and objectives, individuals need to be put in the correct
positions and surrounded by the right individuals. Once individuals are situated
correctly, organizations are able to maximize productivity.
Anytown Public Schools maintained FAME as a programmatic option for families
within the existing structure of the school district. FAME was, and continues to be, an
advantageous endeavor because it in essence provides a “safety net” in an increasingly
competitive environment that is highly vulnerable to external pressures. If families seek
an educational alternative other than their assigned neighborhood school, FAME provides
the alternative, while keeping students enrolled in the Anytown Public Schools. The
school district also fulfills their vision to meet the needs of all learners, a goal of the
structural frame, and responds to demands in the marketplace.
My review of literature detailed an increase in school choice programming (Green
et al., 2010; Lacireno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008) as well as the increasing desire from
families for alternatives to their assigned neighborhood school (Tice et al., 2006). The
review of literature also established the changing demographics within suburban
communities, specifically those in close proximity to the urban core of large metropolitan
areas (Freeman, 2010). Furthermore, academic quality (Henig, 1990; Howe et al., 2002;
Weiher & Tedin, 2002), a desirable social composition (Glazerman, 1997; Henig, 1990;
Schneider & Buckley, 2002; Weiher & Tedin, 2002), and geographic location (FowlerFinn, 1994; Theobold, 2005) were identified as common factors in families’ decisionmaking process. Knowing there continues to be a call for increased choice programming
within the changing suburban landscape, as well as knowing the factors families use as
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the foundation for their decision-making process provides even greater support for the
concept of creating a “safety net” for the Anytown Public Schools. This is necessary in
order to keep Anytown students and families engaged in the local school system.
The political frame puts politics at the heart of the organization (Bolman & Deal,
2013). Politics are inevitable due to “interdependence, divergent interests, scarcity, and
power relations” (p. 194) that exist within an organization. Regardless of size,
organizations are comprised of coalitions of individuals all with differing values and
beliefs. As a result, decision making becomes a by-product of bargaining and negotiation
among competing stakeholders.
The political frame sheds more light on the conflict existing between supporters
of the FAME and others left competing for resources. One of the guiding principles of
the political frame is that “scarce resources and enduring differences put conflict at the
center of day-to-day dynamics and make power the most important asset” (Bolman &
Deal, 2013, p. 180). Conflict in itself is not the main issue; rather, the political frame is
concerned with how organizations deal with the inevitable conflicts based on stakeholder
needs.
In my study, students serve as the resources in question, and other schools within
the district compete for their enrollment. FAME must maintain a healthy student
population, and families making the decision to enroll in FAME reduce the student
population in their neighborhood school. The district supports choice programs by
providing a school-district-sponsored transportation provided free of charge to students
from all parts of the city. While student enrollment benefits FAME, the loss of students
from another school community negatively affects neighborhood schools striving to
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maintain a healthy enrollment.
Although an increasing number of underserved families are beginning to exercise
school choice (Manno, 2010), my review of literature identified “active school choosers”
(Bulman, 2004; Noreisch, 2006) to most often be middle- and upper-middle class White
families (Lauen, 2007; Phillips, Hausman, & Larson, 2012). Furthermore, choice school
participants tend to be better educated than non-choosing families (Martinez, Thomas, &
Kemerer, 1994). “White Flight” (Blank & Archbald, 1993; d’Entremont & Huerta,
2007), increasing the social inequity for disadvantaged students who remain in lowperforming neighborhood schools, formed the primary argument given against the
increase in choice programming (Goyette, 2008; Militello, Metzger, & Bowers, 2008).
This movement of more advantaged students has the unintended negative consequence of
further stratifying schools (Cobb & Glass, 2009; Falbo et al., 2005; Holme & Richards,
2009; Mickelson et al., 2008; Minow, 2011; Schneider & Teske, 1997; Wohlsetter et al.,
2008). Even those advocating for increased levels of school choice cautioned, “Poorly
designed systems [of school choice] may create greater stratification of schools, reduced
educational opportunity for disadvantaged students, and have no systemic competitive
effects” (Green et al., 2010, p. 4).
A second conflict surrounds the philosophical difference of having a specialized
program for families from which to choose at the elementary level. Traditional American
elementary schools concentrate on reading, writing and arithmetic. The notion of a
specialty school, such as one emphasizing art-infused education, such as FAME,
challenges the notion elementary schools need only provide a general education in core
curricular areas. By analyzing the school choice movement through a political lens, it is
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understandable why conflict exists when school choice programs are implemented.
Furthermore, it helps shape some of the necessary protections that need to be put into
place so that choice does not further stratify our public school system.
The symbolic frame involves the meaning of the occurrence (Bolman & Deal,
2013), not necessarily the facts surrounding an event. “Events and processes are often
more important for what is expressed than for what is produced” (Bolman & Deal, 2013,
p. 248). Symbols abound and “are particularly perceptible at weekly, monthly, and
seasonal high points” (p. 247). Collectively, these symbolic interactions help people
construct meaning. Understanding that symbols abound and help create meaning is
important for organizations. In the absence of symbols to create meaning, individuals,
“create symbols to resolve confusion, find direction, and anchor hope and faith” (p. 247).
Several different assumptions may be made regarding the decision to send a child
to attend FAME. Those supporting FAME believe an arts-infused education yields a
more meaningful experience for students, and thus a higher quality of education. This
argument is supported in literature by several studies that indicated families exercising
choice reported higher rates of satisfaction than those attending their assigned school
(Howe et al., 2001; Wohlsetter, Nayfack, & Mora-Flores, 2008). Furthermore, those
selecting a school for a specific program, such as a school with an emphasis on arts
integration, reported even greater levels of satisfaction (Hausman & Goldring, 2000).
“The more parents choose their specific magnet school for academic reasons, such as
special programs and smaller class sizes, and value reasons, such as teaching style of the
school, the more satisfied they are with that school” (p. 114).
This symbolic perspective provides further justification for the political belief of
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some families regarding the quality of education in other neighborhood schools. Some
believe the quality has decreased in certain Anytown neighborhood elementary schools,
thus increasing the interest for families to seek an alternative to their assigned
neighborhood program. The assumption that the quality of education has decreased in
public schools as they become more racially and socio-economic diverse may be a
contributing factor to the decline in public school attendance. According to Tice et al.
(2006), enrollment in public school declined from 79.9% in 1993 to 73.2% in 2007. In
addition, those choosing an alternative public school other than their assigned home
school rose to 15.5% in 2007, as compared to 11.0% in 1993 (Tice et al., 2006).
The four frames (Bolman & Deal, 2013) provide different insight into the school
choice movement. The human resource frame provides an understanding of why choice
programming was initially implemented. The structural frame sheds light on why choice
programming is an advantageous endeavor to keep students enrolled in the Anytown
Public Schools. The political frame details the conflict that exists due to the
implementation of choice programming. Finally, the symbolic frame provides further
meaning behind the symbolic act of families making school choice decisions. These
symbols help inform individuals to the importance that certain families place on an artsinfused educational experience, as well as some of the negative perceptions that may
exist in some neighborhood school programs.
I next explore John Dewey’s philosophy (1900,1916,1934) on the importance of
education, the role of arts in building a strong educational foundation, and finally how
FAME School for the Performing Arts furthers Dewey’s ideals for public education.
Dewey’s Philosophy of Education
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John Dewey studied and wrote on almost all branches of philosophy but insisted
the philosophy of education was the most fundamental because all other branches depend
upon education to some extent (Goldblatt, 2006; Noddings, 1998). Education served as
the foundation of a “community of thoughtful experimentalists” characterized as “people
working together, trying things out, evaluating and sorting through the possibilities”
(Noddings, 1998, p. 38). From Dewey’s perspective, the aim of education was more
education (Noddings, 1998). Growth through on-going education proved effective for
both the individual and the state:
A good society treasures its dissidents and mavericks because it needs the creative
thinking that produces new hypothesis, expanded means, a larger set of
alternatives, and in general, the vigorous conversation induced by fresh ideas.
The individual, similarly, needs a democratic state in which to flourish; it is
therefore in his or her best interest to contribute generously to the maintenance of
a democratic way of life. (Noddings, 1998, p. 36)
Education supports a reciprocal effect in furthering the general good and allowing
individuals to find their own happiness in what they can do to improve the conditions of
others (Dewey, 1916). Experience is always central for Dewey in the transformative
process of learning (Dewey, 1934; Goldblatt, 2006; Manzella, 2013). Students should be
constantly involved in constructing their own learning, and effective teaching should
induce learning (Noddings, 1998). Dewey proposed children had four proclivities to
learning: making things or construction, finding out things through inquiry, expressing
themselves artistically, and communicating (Dewey, 1900).
In Dewey’s perspective, everyone could be an artist, and art was often the catalyst
for the transformative process of learning (Goldblatt, 2006). Dewey did not favor a
particular art form but rather emphasized the transformative experience of a person and
his or her cultural environment: “Art is the quality that permeates an experience; it is not,
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save by a figure of speech, the experience itself” (Dewey, 1934, p. 339).
Dewey’s philosophy of education likely supports the notion of school choice
programming such as Anytown Public School’s offering of FAME School for the
Performing Arts. Dewey valued arts integration in the transformative process of
education. An arts-infused elementary school experience would further democracy by
providing a child-centered education (Noddings, 1998), where individuals experienced
transformation relative to their own background.
Knowing the implementation of an arts-infused school may have a negative
impact on neighborhood schools viewed through the lens of Bolman and Deal’s (2013)
four-frame analysis illustrates one common criticism of Dewey. Critics of Dewey
addressed his avoidance of politics: “He did not give much advice on handling race
conflicts, pressure-group politics, growing gaps between rich and poor, and the unhappy
possibility that science might aggravate rather then ameliorate our problems” (Noddings,
1998, p. 38). I will now review critical pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006) to better
understand the political ramifications of school choice in suburban public education
settings.
Critical Pedagogy
Michael Apple (1993,1995,2006) is a renowned scholar concerned with both
education theory and the social activism (Noddings, 1998). Unlike John Dewey, who
was criticized by some for this avoidance of politics and lack of connection of
educational systems to the greater world (Noddings, 1998), Apple argues “that
educational institutions are very much a part of the economy, not things that exist
somewhere apart from it” (Apple, 2013, p. 19).
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Apple writes extensively about the negative consequences of undue political
influence on societal structures. This influence has altered society through the creation of
forced new identifies.
Conservative modernization has radically reshaped the common-sense of society.
It has worked in every sphere – the economic, the political, and the cultural – to
alter the basic categories we use to evaluate our institutions and our public and
private lives. It has established new identities (Apple, 2009, p. 240).
This recreation of society has been accelerated by hegemonic actions, “in which
dominant groups in society come together to form a bloc and sustain leadership over
subordinate groups” (Apple, 1996, p. 14).
This influence extends into current educational systems. As such, the central
focus of his work, Education and Power (1995) is the “reproduction theory of
education.”
It is not inconsequential that a central thrust of radical criticism of our institutions
during the last decade or so has been on the school. It has become increasingly
obvious over this same time period that our educational institutions may serve less
as the engines of democracy and equality than many of us would like. In many
ways, this criticism has been healthy since it has increased our sensitivity to the
important role of schools – and the overt and covert knowledge within them –
play in reproducing a stratified social order that remains strikingly unequal by
class, gender, and race. (p. 9)
Apple encourages us to remember “cultural struggles are not epiphenomenal. They are
not substitutes for action on the economy; but they count and they count in institutions
throughout society” (Apple, 2009, p. 240). Additionally, Apple argues that society has
organized schools and their curriculum by class interests, not by individual interests
(Noddings, 1998). Race, which Apple describes as a “historically produced and mediated
social construct” (Apple, 2009, p. 651), is a factor in this reproductive nature of schools
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and needs to be considered when analyzing the state of society, specifically structures
within public education.
Issues with school reform issues are also uncovered. Apple cautions even well
intended educational reforms as “having hidden effects that are more than a little
problematic” (Apple, 2009, p. 241). Instead of identifying root cause social issues that
better define the complex link between society and failing schools, Apple presents the
case that too often we depend on “pathological analysis; that is, the difficulties students
and teachers face are perceived and described as existing within and caused primarily by
‘deficits’ or ‘diseases’ in the students themselves” (Apple, 1996, p. 69).
Regarding school choice as a means of education reform, Apple mainly focuses
on the economist Milton Freedman and his belief in using educational vouchers to foster
market-based principles to strengthen an increasingly weak education system. Per Apple,
this initiative is both misguided but also reinforces preexisting power structures.
The most powerful economic and political groups in the United States and similar
nations have made it abundantly clear that for them a good education is only one
that is directly tied to economic needs (but, of course, only these needs are
defined by the powerful). (Apple, 1996, p. 5)
I was unable to uncover specific accounts of Apple’s stance of implementing school
choice in the suburban school setting. With that said, Apple cites “the enhancement of
privatization and marketization” (Apple, 1996, p. 7) as one of several challenges
currently negatively influencing public education.
In order to more accurately identify issues and potential meaningful solutions to
them, Apple encourages critical educators to participate in the act of repositioning in
order to deepen their understanding. “It in essence says that the best way to understand
what any set of institutions, policies, and practices does is to see it from the standpoint of
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those who have the least power” (Apple, 2009, p. 241). Apple would undoubtedly
caution school choice as a meaningful school reform, “enacting a system purporting to
improve social conditions is worse then doing nothing if it fails to change those
conditions, and its failed attempts, justifies the status quo” (Noddings, 1998, p. 176). It
would be, however, be interesting, to identify his stance on the actions, if any, suburban
school districts should undertake in the increasingly competitive world of public
education.
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) four-frame analysis, Dewey’s views on education
(1900,1916,1934) and the integration of arts into all aspects of society, and the use of
Apple’s Critical Pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006) to better understand the how
educational systems are integrated into all parts of society provide analytical theory
regarding the reasons for the foundation and continued support of FAME School for the
Performing Arts in Anytown Public Schools. These theories provide greater detail as to
the benefits of such programming as well as the unintended consequences of
implementing choice elementary school programming in a suburban setting. I next
describe the reasons for adopting qualitative research and case study methodology to
conduct my study of how and why families choose choice school programs in a suburban
setting and their level of satisfaction once enrolled.

CHAPTER THREE
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METHODOLOGY
To explore how and why families make decisions to send their children to choice
school programs and to determine their degree of satisfaction with school choice, I
utilized qualitative research and adopted a case study approach within the qualitative
research tradition (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998). I first describe the
relationship between my research question and qualitative methods, explain why I
selected a case study approach to conduct my study, and then provide an overview of the
setting for my study. Later, I offer a blueprint for conducting my study, describing in
detail my method regarding participant recruitment and selection, data collection and
analysis, and protections for participants involved in my study. I conclude with a
timeline for conducting and completing my study.
Qualitative Research
I selected qualitative methodology because of its ability to closely examine in
depth how and why parents make decisions to send their children to choice school
programs in suburban America. Qualitative research, a preferred method in social
science research (Berg, 2001), helps researchers understand “how humans arrange
themselves and their settings and how inhabitants of these settings make sense of the
surroundings through symbols, rituals, social structures, [and] social roles” (p. 6).
Maxwell (2005) described the advantages of qualitative research in social settings,
identifying five intellectual goals suited to qualitative research. These goals included
providing “meaning,” “context,” “unanticipated phenomena and influences,” “process,”
and “casual explanations” (p. 23) for participants’ actions in a real-world setting.
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Merriam (1998) provided the definition of “emic” to describe insider perspective
and elaborated, “the key concern [of qualitative research] is understanding the
phenomenon of interest from the participants’ perspective, not the researcher’s” (p. 6).
My question explored both why families increasingly felt the need to choose choice
elementary school programs over their traditional suburban neighborhood school and
their level of satisfaction with school choice once their children experienced the program.
Qualitative research allowed me to look for patterns in parental choice. “Social
life operates within fairly regular patterns and, when carefully examined, these patterns
make considerable sense” (Berg, 2001, p. 15). To learn more about participants’
experiences in identifying the best elementary school option for their children and their
levels of satisfaction with school choice, I adopted case study research because it allowed
me to conduct an in-depth analysis of parental decisions within a single school site.
Case Study
I identified case study as a primary method within the qualitative research
tradition due to its focus on gaining an understanding of real-life situations through
asking how and why questions (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998). Case
studies “tend to take a qualitative perspective, concerned with exploring, describing, and
explaining a phenomenon” (Glatthorn, 1998, p. 37).
Case study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a
real-life, contemporary system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over
time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving the multiple sources of
information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents
and reports), and reports a case description and case themes. (Creswell, 2013, p.
97)
My study focused on a singular school site, FAME School for the Performing
Arts (a pseudonym), and involved the decisions made by parents/guardians related to
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school choice and their subsequent levels of satisfaction. This qualified as a case study
because “case study is a good approach when the inquirer has clearly identifiable cases
with boundaries and seeks to promote an in-depth understanding of the cases or a
comparison of several cases” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97). FAME, a suburban intra-district
“choice” school, met the identifiable case with ample boundaries described by Creswell.
Setting
“For a case study, the researcher needs to select a site or sites to study, such as
programs, events, processes, activities, individuals, or several individuals” (Creswell,
2013, p. 150). FAME School for the Performing Arts, an elementary school within a
second-tier suburban school district located in a large metropolitan city in the upper
Midwest, served as the setting for this study. An independent school district, the
Anytown Public Schools (pseudonym), with a school board oversees FAME School. The
district, also home to three middle schools and two high schools, serves students in a
community of approximately 90,000 residents. The school district’s footprint runs
contiguous with the suburban city’s legal boundary.
FAME School involves a choice program serving approximately 450 students.
The school does not have a defined attendance area and instead relies on families to apply
for admission to FAME School. If approved, students receive free bussing from all parts
of the city. FAME serves as the only elementary school within the city with a districtsponsored program and “arts” theme. In recent years, all FAME staff has been involved
in professional development to better integrate an art-infused education into the core
curricular program. Year after year, FAME meets its capacity for student enrollment and
cannot fill all families’ requests due to enrollment constraints.
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FAME students routinely achieve high test scores on the state-mandated
assessment and exceed district and state averages. In the spring of 2012, 91.1% of
FAME’s Grades 3, 4, and 5 students scored proficient on the state assessment, as
compared to a district average of 76.6% and a statewide average of 78.4%. In
mathematics, 81.9% of FAME Grade 3, 4, and 5 grade students were considered
proficient in the spring of 2012, as compared to 63.5% of their district peers and 70.4%
of their peers statewide. FAME’s Grade 5 students were proficient in the state science
assessment as evidenced by a proficiency rate of 76.7%. FAME students outperformed
the district proficiency rate, 58.3%, and state proficiency rate, 57.6%, on this portion of
the achievement test.
A district-initiated survey regarding parent/guardian satisfaction examined
satisfaction rates including perceptions of academic achievement, school climate, and
communications. In a question concerning the quality of the total education program,
94.6% of FAME families indicated a level of satisfaction, as compared to a satisfaction
rate of 89.3% district-wide. When asked to evaluate their level of pride and community
spirit, FAME families reported a satisfaction rate of 96.6% as compared to a rate of
90.4% district-wide. Regarding their perceptions of communication with classroom
teachers, FAME families indicated a satisfaction rate of 93.2% as compared to a rate of
84.8% district-wide. Interestingly, FAME families report higher rates of satisfaction than
the district-wide average on all but one of the 30 success indicators.
Factors influencing results may include FAME’s lack of socio-economic
diversity. During the 2011-12 school year, 19% of FAME’s school population qualified
for this federal lunch assistance measured by their family’s household income in contrast
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to the district-wide rate of 40% of the student population. I selected FAME School for
the Performing Arts, a district-sponsored intra-district choice school option within a
suburban district, because the reasons influencing parental decision making remain
unclear. My research focused on why and how families make the decision to send their
children to this school rather than their traditional neighborhood elementary school and
also included a study of their level of satisfaction with school choice once their children
experience the school program.
I received permission to conduct this study from FAME’s school district
(Appendix A) and from the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board
(Appendix B) as described in the next section.
UST Institutional Review Board Permission and Guidelines
I submitted my application to conduct human subject research to the University of
St. Thomas Institutional Review Board (IRB) after I successfully defended my proposal.
IRB approval for the study allowed me to begin my study and offered guidelines
regarding ethical requirements related to the protection of participants. Once I received
permission to conduct my study from the UST IRB, I identified participants and
requested their voluntary participation in my study.
Although I do not anticipate any serious threats for participants, I informed
participants and provided the safeguards promised in my application. These safeguards
include a thorough informed consent process, the use of pseudonyms throughout the
study, and secure storage of research-related documents and recordings. I expand on
these safeguards in later sections.
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Recruitment and Selection of Participants
I relied on contacts with current FAME families and requested the assistance of
the current FAME principal, gatekeeper to my study (Creswell, 2013), to identify a
minimum of ten parent/guardians representing one family each to recruit as participants
in my study. Merriam (1998) described ideal participants as “those who can express
thoughts, feelings, opinions—that is offer a perspective—on the topic being studied” (p.
85).
After a list of potential candidates had been generated, I initiated an introductory
phone conversation to briefly describe my study and the participant requirements. If the
candidates were interested, I sent an email in which I formally invited parents/guardians
to participate in my study (Appendix C). My goal was to interview a diverse sample of
parents/guardians who chose FAME for their children’s elementary school experience. In
order to achieve this diverse sampling, I also utilized professional contacts with staff
from Anytown Public School’s Cultural Liaison department to secure interviews with
five racially and ethnically diverse participants. I next provide an overview of the FAME
parents who participated in this study.
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Parent Participants
The following participants were interviewed for this study. Participants were
assigned a pseudonym for their protection and in order to maintain confidentiality.
Pseudonym
Anthony
Anwar
Bob
Boris
Grace
Gus
Helen
Isabella
Jonathan
Julia
Mary
Rita
Ruth
Sofia
Susan

Race & Gender
Black, Male
Somali, Male
White, Male
European American, Male
White, Female
White, Male
White, Female
Latino, Female
White, Male
White, Female
White, Female
Sudanese, Female
White, Female
Somali, Female
White, Female

Years at FAME
4-5 years
4-5 years
1-3 years
5 + years
4-5 years
4-5 years
5+ years
4-5 years
4-5 years
4-5 years
5+ years
1-3 years
5+ years
1-3 years
5+ years

Informing Participants of Protections and Consent Agreements
After candidates expressed interested in participating, I established a date and
time for the interview. When we met to conduct the interview, I began the process by
reviewing the voluntary nature of the study, protections, and provisions made for security
of the data prior to obtaining consent and conducting the interviews.
I audio recorded the interviews and took necessary measures to protect the
privacy of all participants. I kept the data collected in my home office in a locked file
cabinet. All data collected will be destroyed 18 months following the IRB approval. No
one will have access to the data, and I will use pseudonyms and codes on interview
transcripts to protect the identity of all participants.
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Data Collection Methods
As part of my pilot study for EDLD 905, I interviewed FAME’s principal
regarding his perceptions of the choice school movement and also analyzed FAME’s
standardized test data, district survey results regarding parent/guardian’s satisfaction with
FAME, and student demographic information. The case study method allowed me to
collect different types of data and use these data to understand parental decision making
in depth (Creswell, 2013).
Prior to collecting data, I explored my own experiences related to choice school
programming to become aware of personal prejudices, viewpoints, and assumptions
(Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998). Creswell (2013) utilized the term “reflexivity” to
describe this self-awareness in which “the writer is conscious of the biases, values, and
experiences that he or she brings to a qualitative research study” (p. 216). Though I am
admittedly a proponent of choice programming, I subscribe so with the belief that school
choice should offer alternative educational opportunities and also protect neighborhood
school programs. I set aside this view and kept an open mind throughout my research.
I paid special attention to my belief system as to not allow it to interfere with my
research process. “All researchers shape the writing that emerges, and qualitative
researchers need to accept this interpretation and be open about it in their writings”
(Creswell, 2013, p. 215). I exercised care to explain my history to participants at the
beginning of the interview process to begin the rapport-development process (Berg,
2001) and ensure they knew my background and purpose for the study.
I collected data using the methods discussed in the following sections.
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Interviews
Semi-structured (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998) interviews with current FAME
parents/guardians served as a primary source of data. I planned to interview
approximately ten participants for 60 to 90 minutes each to gain extensive detail
regarding parental choice and satisfaction. I ended up interviewing fifteen participants.
Participation was voluntary and limited to parents and/or guardians with at least one son
or daughter enrolled at FAME for a minimum of one semester.
For organizational purposes, I kept a log that details the time and date of each
interview, as well as the pseudonym assigned to each participant. I have collected these
data, along with copies of the transcribed interviews, on my password-protected personal
computer. I also stored this information on a personal jump drive, which I stored in a
locked file cabinet as well. I kept paper copies generated during this research project in a
locked file cabinet in my home office. I will destroy all electronic and paper copies
within 18 months of receiving permission to conduct my study.
I requested and received consent from FAME’s building administration to use the
facility’s conference room to conduct my interviews. I offered this as a first option to all
participants, and all fifteen agreed to be interviewed at FAME School for the Performing
Arts.
Interview Protocol. After formal introductions, I described the reason for
conducting the study and also described my experience with school choice. I then
thoroughly reviewed the process and the logistics of participant’s voluntary participation
while allowing time for participants to ask clarifying questions. I determined participant
understanding of my study by asking five open-ended questions (Appendix C): (1) What
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do you understand this study to be about? (2) What is your understanding of how I will
collect information for my research study? (3) What is your understanding of how
information will be kept confidential? (4) What are your options if you feel
uncomfortable answering a question? (5) What are the risks of participation? Finally, I
asked for the participant’s consent (Appendix D).
I earned participants’ trust by employing effective communication, including
listening strategies (Merriam, 1998), to encourage participants to reflect and accurately
describe their initial decision-making process in choosing FAME for their children’s
elementary school experience. Berg (2001) referred to the importance of building rapport
with participants, stating, “rapport . . . must be actively sought and worked out” (p. 87). I
worked to demonstrate I am a "benign, accepting, curious (but not inquisitive) individual
who is prepared and eager to listen to virtually any testimony with interest" (McCracken,
1988, p. 38). Conversations were open-ended (Merriam, 1998) in nature so that the
participants felt comfortable in describing their decision-making process regarding why
and how they chose to send their children to a choice school program and their levels of
satisfaction.
A script (Appendix E) or interview protocol (Creswell, 2013) of previously
identified questions was the focus of our conversation. Each interview began with
several warm-up questions furthered the rapport development process. Warm-up
questions included the following: “Tell me about your family” and “Describe for me your
upbringing, specifically any significant educational experiences.”
I asked participants to share responses to open-ended questions related to their
decision-making process in order to capture a more complete picture of how choice

55
school programming became an option for their children’s elementary school experience
and their level of satisfaction with school choice. Participants had the right to not answer
any questions they did not feel comfortable answering and could request to stop the
interview process at any time for whatever reason necessary.
Merriam (1998) described four types of questions that researchers can ask during
interviews. These questions include “hypothetical,” “devil’s advocate,” “ideal position,”
and “interpretive” (p. 76). Due to my past history with school choice programs, my
questions were “interpretive” to “provide a check on what [I] think [I] understand, as well
as provide an opportunity for yet more information, opinions, and feelings to be
revealed” (Merriam, 1998, p. 78). Planned and floating prompts (McCracken, 1988)
were used throughout the interview to inquire for further understanding. I chose this
format to give me the ability to digress from my script and “probe far beyond
[participants’] answers to [my] prepared and standardized questions” (Berg, 2001, p. 70).
I prepared the following questions to use as a guide to conduct the interviews and used
them selectively to gain insight about parental choice and satisfaction.
“Why” questions:
1. What factors influenced you to explore a choice school program for your
children?
2. What other options, if any, did you consider?
3. Describe for me your perception of your neighborhood elementary school
program.
4. How does this perception differ from the perception of FAME School?
5. If you were advising parents/guardians on choosing an elementary school for their
children, what would you tell them are the most important factors to consider?
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“How” questions:
6. Please describe any initial thoughts and actions related to your decisions to
explore educational options for your son or daughter.
7. How did you make the final decision to send your children to FAME School for
the Performing Arts? If you drew a map from the beginning to the end of your
journey, what would it look like?
Satisfaction questions:
8. Describe how this school has or has not lived up to the expectations you
developed for it during the research process.
9. What is your current level of satisfaction with FAME School for the Performing
Arts?
Unintended consequence of school choice questions:
10. What issues or concerns around school choice did you consider prior to making
this decision?
11. What issues or concerns, if any, have you and your family encountered since your
children have been enrolled at FAME?
12. What else do you wish to say about this school and the school choice movement
to help others understand your goal, decision-making process, and satisfaction
with regard to school choice?
I recorded interviews and therefore needed to take the necessary measures to protect
the privacy of participants with regard to the data. Data were collected using my
password-protected computer, and paper copies of data collected were kept in my home
office in a locked file cabinet. No one had access to the data, and I used pseudonyms and
codes on interview transcripts to protect the identity of all participants. I used a
transcription service and asked the transcriptionist to sign a Transcriber Confidentiality
Agreement (Appendix F), a component of the University of St. Thomas IRB process.
This agreement ensures all research remains confidential. All data collected as part of
this research project will be destroyed 18 months following the IRB approval date.
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Documents
Qualitative data collection also occurs through reviewing documents (Creswell,
2013; Merriam, 1998). To better understand FAME and its role as a choice school
program in a suburban community, I reviewed print and non-print media, including the
following: recruitment materials including letters sent to families prior to students being
enrolled at FAME, recruitment brochures, and materials used during school tours with
prospective families.
Observer Notes and Reflections
During the interviews, I wrote extensive comments on my script. This aided me
when I entered the data analysis phase of my research project. From these interviews, my
mission was to identify common categories or themes (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998)
as to how families came to the decision to enroll their son(s) and/or daughter(s) in
FAME, rather than their assigned neighborhood school program, and their level of
satisfaction once enrolled. Merriam (1998) wrote about the importance of reflecting
immediately following the interview to capture “insights suggested by the interview,
descriptive notes on the behavior, verbal and nonverbal, of the informant, parenthetical
thoughts of the researcher, and so on” (p. 88). I allotted time in my interview schedule to
complete this reflective writing.
Data Analysis
Qualitative research tends to produce a large volume of information, and therefore
researchers need to consider organization and thoughtful planning prior to entering the
field of study (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998). Merriam (1998) discussed the intuitive
nature of analysis and stressed the importance of collecting and analyzing data in a
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simultaneous manner to provide “a rich and meaningful analysis” (p. 177). I analyzed
data using both memo writing and analytical coding analysis, as discussed below.
Memo Writing
Interviews and analysis took place over several months, and therefore I needed to
continually refresh myself regarding the information shared by each participant. Once
the transcriber returned each copy of a transcribed interview, I read it and also reviewed
my personal reflections generated at the end of each interview. I drafted a memo stating
my observational comments, initial perceptions, and reflections (Creswell, 2013).
Maxwell (2005) expanded on the importance of memo writing when he wrote, “Not
writing memos is the research equivalent of having Alzheimer’s disease; you may not
remember your important insights when you need them” (p. 12). These memos, along
with my interview scripts, served as the foundation throughout the extensive data analysis
process.
Analytical Coding Analysis
After summarizing interviews in the memo format, I recorded “notes, comments,
observations, and queries” (Merriam, 1998, p. 181) in the margin of each document. I
then collected these marginal reflections in a common Microsoft Word document. I
repeated these steps after reviewing each document. Creswell (2013) described this
activity of identifying words, phrases and patterns of behaviors as “coding” (p. 185). I
generated a list of all evolving codes on a separate document throughout the study. “This
case study database (or record) then, is the data of the study organized so the researcher
can locate specific data during intensive analysis” (Merriam, 1998, p. 194).
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I then reduced the information to common categories or themes (Creswell, 2013;
Merriam, 1998) and subcategories and then used a software program, HyperResearch, to
enter and code data, producing a final set of themes addressing my research question.
“Themes in qualitative research are broad units of information that consist of several
codes aggregated to form a common idea” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). The goal behind this
exercise was to identify three to five common categories or themes to explain how and
why families come to the decision to send their children to a choice school program
rather than the neighborhood school option and their level of satisfaction with their
school choice. I then used applicable theory to analyze my findings, organizing the data
thematically to address my research question.
Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research
Maxwell (2005) described validity as a process in which a qualitative researcher
seeks “correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation,
or other sort of account” (p. 106). Merriam (1998) argued reliability in qualitative
research is impossible to achieve; rather, the goal should be to ensure “the results are
consistent with the data collected” (p. 206). I described my research process and
decisions made during analysis to present a logical explanation of the data.
Merriam (1998) presented the case for “careful attention to a study’s
conceptualization and the way in which the data were collected, analyzed, interpreted,
and the way in which the findings are presented” (p. 200) to promote validity and
reliability in qualitative research. Maxwell (2005) presented two validity threats,
“researcher bias” and “reactivity” (p. 108), qualitative researchers most account for in
their planning. These challenges address how the researcher’s views and experiences
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“affects the validity of the inferences [the researcher] can draw from the interview” (p.
108). Though I am admittedly a proponent of choice programming, I subscribe so with
the belief that school choice should offer alternative educational opportunities and also
protect neighborhood school programs. I set aside this view and kept an open mind. I
also relied on the assistance of my dissertation chair and committee in order to
continually identify and address my personal bias in this study.
Creswell (2013) presented the terminology “validation strategies” (p. 250) to
categorize ways in which researchers can maximize validity and reliability and
recommended the use of a minimum of two. I implemented two strategies to increase
validity and reliability in my study. These strategies include “prolonged engagement,”
(p. 250) and “clarifying researcher bias” (p. 251). Prolonged engagement or “intensive,
long-term involvement” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 110) allowed me to build trust with
participants and learn FAME’s culture to establish rapport and participation. As a
proponent for school choice, I set aside my views of school choice and listened to
participant’s experiences. “In this clarification, the researcher comments on past
experiences, biases, prejudices, and orientations that have likely shaped the interpretation
and approach to the study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251). The techniques detailed above
increased the validity and reliability of my study.
Ethical Considerations and Confidentiality
Creswell (2013) described the ethical concerns faced during research: “a
qualitative researcher faces many ethical issues that surface during data collection in the
field and in analysis and dissemination of qualitative reports” (p. 174). I thoroughly
evaluated both ethical and legal considerations for the proposed study prior to formally

61
beginning my study and continued to do so throughout the duration of my dissertation
work.
I ensured anonymity for all research participants and organizations. I gave all
interview participants a consent form outlining the purpose of the study, research goals,
and data collection process prior to beginning each interview and offered them a copy
with signatures. I assigned each participating adult, as well as the school and school
district where I focused my research, a pseudonym. In any published reports, information
that will make it possible to identify participants will not be included.
Outside of their advocacy for choice school programs and the intrinsic
gratification gained from participating in a research study, participants did not receive
benefits from this study. They were not compensated for their time. Risks included
uncomfortable emotions as a result of participant dissatisfaction. I allowed time for a
thorough discussion and supported the perspective of parents through attentive listening.
I ensured confidentiality as previously described.
Summary
I adopted qualitative research to address my question regarding how and why
parents/guardians make decisions to send their children to choice school programs in
suburban America. I identified case study within the qualitative methodology to gain
knowledge of participant experience. This plan established my proposed framework for
conducting this study. My experiences with participants shaped the outcome of the
study. I followed the guidelines set forth by the University of St. Thomas Institutional
Review Board to protect my study participants.
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In closing, I learned more about how and why families make decisions regarding
choice school programming in suburban America and their level of satisfaction with
school choice. These results may help public school leaders in suburban America learn
why parents seek school choice programs, the process used for making this decision, and
how their satisfaction with a school choice program compares with their goals and
current experience.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE SEARCH PROCESS
“So it wasn’t like we were trying to run away from that [neighborhood school], but I
guess a lot of different factors made me realize while there really is a choice now, and it
is a different era then when we grew up, so let’s explore them and see what
feels best for us.” – Susan
School choice options began in urban areas in the later part of the 20th century
(Cobb & Glass, 2009; Mickelson et al., 2008). Choice programs were implemented for
two primary reasons in the public school setting. The first was to offset the negative
consequences of concentrated poverty (Minow, 2011). A second consideration was
based on the belief competition would force perceived stagnant school systems to
improve, thus rejuvenating urban school districts (Henig, 1990).
At the same time, the spread of affordable housing options and blue-collar jobs
outside of the urban core, along with more efficient transportation, contributed to a
shifting demographic in suburban communities (Fanning & Madden, 2002; Kneebone et
al., 2011). Suburban communities were no longer strictly havens for middle-class
families. As a result, suburban school districts began to experience racial, ethnic, and
economic diversity in their classrooms for the first time. As suburban demographics
changed, they included choice school programs and in doing so, altered the landscape of
suburban school districts, much like their urban counterparts.
In this chapter I provide a summary of data regarding the processes used and
experiences described by fifteen active school-choosing parents as they explored school
choice options and made the decision to enroll their children in FAME School, an arts
magnet program located outside of their neighborhood school but located within their
school district. My research question involved several aspects of parent choice in a
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suburban school district. This included the reasons for parent interest in school choice,
the processes and factors involved in making a decision to enroll their children in an
alternative educational program outside of their neighborhood, and their satisfaction with
regard to this decision after at least one year of participation in a choice program. My
findings reveal the influence of parent perceptions on the school selection process and the
convenience factors needed to make school choice a viable option. I identify two
distinctive reasons why families chose FAME School for the Performing Arts as the
elementary school experience for their children. Finally, I identify themes found within a
small subject of racially and ethnically diverse active school-choosing parents. I begin
with a description of the influence of perception in attracting young families to Anytown.
Destination Anytown
Twelve of the fifteen participants described how they chose to live in Anytown in
large part due to the reputation of the local school district. Gus, an Anytown Public
School employee and resident, passionately described the effort needed to purchase a
home in a desirable community, saying, “I worked pretty hard to get into Anytown” after
leaving college. Grace’s comments reinforced this point: “And Anytown schools are
great schools. It’s why we bought a house in this area. We wanted a strong educational
area to live in.” Participants viewed the home purchase as a step to acquiring a home in a
good community and school system. This posed some difficulty for a few participants.
Bob described his family’s difficult decision to leave a beloved neighborhood in a
large metropolitan area in favor of Anytown: “Overall the [metropolitan] neighborhood
was fantastic – just fantastic there but just wanted to be in the Anytown School District
looking forward.” In her interview, Sofia, who immigrated to the United States after
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fleeing her native land, described at first settling in the area’s metropolitan area in an
urban neighborhood. Once she and her family had established a comfort level with the
region, she relied on her older, college-educated daughters to identify the best area to
establish permanent residency, mostly through comparing schools through Internet
research. The oldest daughters were “the ones that did the research about the schools in
Anytown and told me this was the best option for the students, for the kids,” reported
Sofia through an interpreter.
Other than a short time during her college years, Mary and her husband have been
lifelong Anytown residents. This was also the case for two other participants and the
spouses of two additional interviewees. In Mary’s interview, she described their desire to
have their children experience a similar upbringing to their own.
So when we got married we made the conscious decision to move back to
Anytown and made the conscious decision to move on the east side of Anytown,
which a lot of people thought was not . . . kind of a weird choice, but that was our
neighborhood and where we grew up and we wanted our kids to grow up in the
same environment.
Eight of the participants referred to the unique demographic make up of Anytown. Mary
noted the city’s housing stock presented unique challenges, “[We have a] difficult
situation with the way the housing [differs] in that you’ve got the less expensive housing
on one side of the city and the more expensive housing on the other, which just in and of
itself creates different communities.”
Bob described Anytown as a “graying community,” due to an increasing
population of families without school-age children. Boris, Anthony, and Jonathan
thought the aging demographic in the community further defined Anytown. Jonathan
described the majority of families in his neighborhood as the original residents of the
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neighborhood: “The majority of residents are still the first-time builders there and so, it’s
70s and 80s year olds and their kids are grown.” Boris and Anthony commented about
the lack of elementary-aged children in their immediate neighborhood. Boris’ statement
provides context: “In our little neighborhood there just aren’t that many kids. It’s kind of
an older neighborhood; there’s more retirees than young families.”
Jonathan, one of the participants who did not move to Anytown for the school
system, and rather “sort of happened upon Anytown,” described in retrospect how he and
his wife would do things differently if given a second chance.
I talk to people now, and they choose neighborhoods to live in and they choose
cities to live in based on the schools and what not. And in hindsight, that
probably would have affected us if we’d been that forward thinking once our
family grew and what our choices were going to be. But at the point we were just
looking for a nice house that we could afford that felt like it was in a good
neighborhood as far as what we were looking for.
For some of the families, this relocation occurred prior to them having children.
For others, the search process began just before their oldest child was ready to start their
kindergarten experience. Five of the participants had either grown up in Anytown or had
a significant other who lived in Anytown in their youth. Regardless of their reasons for
living in Anytown, it was apparent Anytown was a residential choice destination for
young families in search of a solid public school experience.
As lifelong or more recent residents of Anytown, parents gained certain
perceptions of the school system and its educational programs and schools. These
perceptions influenced families’ school choice decisions. I describe these next.
Perceptions Matter
The perception that Anytown had strong public school programs was a major
factor in attracting young families to the community. Rita, a Sudanese immigrant, and
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her family were swayed to Anytown for her husband’s work and the positive reputation
of the school system. Boris confirmed and summarized the impact of perception for the
group when he stated, “We made a conscious decision. Part of our decision to move into
Anytown was because of the good schools or at least we understood to be a quality
school system, a good district, a good program – a good program overall.” Once settled
in Anytown, parent perceptions of their assigned neighborhood school, as well as other
Anytown elementary schools, were shaped by their interactions through social networks
in formal and less formal venues.
Six of the interviewees referenced an experience with an Anytown Public
Schools’ early education program that both directly and indirectly influenced their
thought process. Anthony, an African-American male who grew up in a diverse
metropolitan community, discussed the importance of his son’s experience in an
Anytown early education program.
You know, one of the things for me was that I really wanted to give my kid . . . I
wanted to try and advance him in education as quickly as I can. This may sound
like a mad scientist sort of thing, but I heard about a program for little kids where
you can start school as early as three. And they had their name entered into a
lottery, so to speak, to get an opportunity to do that. And I put my son in there
and he was accepted into the Early Learner’s Academy, which is connected, here,
to FAME.
This positive first experience helped build a fondness for FAME School for the
Performing Arts and motivated Anthony and his wife to seek it as an option for their son.
Grace, who moved to Anytown from out of state as well, and as a result, had few
connections within the local community, summarized how a district-sponsored parent
education experience impacted her family’s decisions.
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When I first moved here, doing that early childhood education was good for me
because I moved here from [different community] and didn’t really know anyone,
starting a family and it was kind of a great way for me to feel like a normal
parent. But yeah, I starting talking to the other parents in that class, and they’re
like, “We don’t know what to ask, we don’t know what to do.” So as a kind of a
class, we kind of talked about the other schools in this group. We would say our
pros and cons of each school.
Mary, another participant in this program, reaffirmed the impact of this Anytown Public
Schools’ sponsored initiative.
We started talking about all of the schools in Anytown and it was common in that
group of people that you weren’t just going to say, “Oh, that’s my home school,
I’m going there.” That whole community felt like we’re already really involved
in our kid’s lives we’re just going to continue that same path and we’re going to
look at every option that’s there.
Parents also described less formal interactions and their impact on their school
choice decision. Jonathan’s comments illustrate the impact of word of mouth, “I’m
trying to remember how we even heard about FAME. It was sort of word of mouth; I did
not even know it was on the radar.” Helen described how playground conversations with
a mother in a similar situation affected her thinking:
We had gotten a lot of word of mouth about the positives regarding FAME. You
know, it is a lottery school. This would be on the playground as we took our
oldest to the neighborhood playground. And it is about the time when you start to
think about school for your kids. So back then, the seeds were set that you don’t
have to send your kids to the neighborhood school.
Six of the interviewees described the impact of having interactions with friends in their
social networks that happened to have children enrolled at FAME. Boris described
talking to “as many people as we could” including many FAME families while pondering
his initial elementary school decision. Susan reinforced this point when she commented,
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“One of my good girlfriends who her kids did come here [FAME], said, ‘You’ve got to
go to FAME. If you want to volunteer and you want to be involved and you want a
community experience, then you need to go to FAME.’”
Julia, a public school employee in a neighboring community, had interactions
with current FAME families in her social network that were less opinionated, but had an
impact nonetheless.
And we had a lot of common people we knew and we just chitchatted but also it
was kid of like, “This is what we’ve got here, we’ve got a great thing, it’s totally
up to you. And I just sort of felt like it wasn’t being pushed, it was like . . . I
don’t know. It just felt good.
Anthony described the impact of an interaction at his local gym that influenced his
decision making process.
There was also another gentleman at the gym who was a teacher and his wife is
also a teacher and they didn’t have their kids go to the school they were at, they
actually sent their kids here. So, to me, that was pretty powerful – to see a teacher
send their kid to a school that they thought was better.
Social interactions at the neighborhood level helped shape perceptions of
neighborhood school programs, but also for other Anytown programs in community-wide
events such as the early childhood education program referenced. Boris said it best when
he remarked, “I think that kind of goes back to the word of mouth. It’s difficult to go to a
guy like a principal and say, ‘Tell me about the quality of your school.’”
Prior to families being comfortable moving forward as FAME as a viable
elementary school option for their children, several convenience factors needed to be
taken into consideration. I will now review themes that emerged during my research.
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Influence of Convenience Factors
I uncovered two primary obstacles families needed to overcome prior to FAME
School for the Performing Arts being a viable option for families. These factors included
the fact transportation was provided for students from all parts of Anytown and the
proximity of FAME within the surrounding community.
Thirteen of the fifteen parents I interviewed referenced transportation as a critical
factor in their decision-making process. Mary, a mother of an infant and toddler when
she was preparing to send her oldest child to school for the first time, commented,
“Transportation was a huge piece because I was not going to drive.” Gus, a teacher of
the arts himself, reinforced this point when he commented, “And transportation was key.
If arts and no transportation, that decision . . . there isn’t a decision at that point.”
Transportation was critical in initial decision-making process as reinforced by Boris’
comment, “But the fact that bussing was offered for this school that made that choice
very easy.”
Six interviewees referenced proximity as an initial factor in their decision-making
process. Ruth described in her interview having interactions within her social network
where they discussed how convenient each family’s assigned home school was due to a
recent elementary attendance boundary changes. The fact FAME was the closest school
in proximity to Julia’s home, albeit a choice school with no defined attendance boundary
was the primary reason she and her husband choose FAME as the elementary school
experience for their children.
I didn’t like the idea of living in a neighborhood where everybody went to a
different school, which can happen – which is probably the way it is for most
people that go to FAME except for us. I really wanted my kids to go to school
with their friends in their neighborhood.
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Jonathan commented about his home being centrally located between their
assigned neighborhood school and FAME, “So in a weird way, both schools felt like our
neighborhood school because they were the same distance away and the bussing was
about the same. It never felt like we were choosing something that was otherworldly.”
His comments about safety, particularly the location of FAME within the surrounding
community, expand on the notion of proximity.
I think for us if the school were in a neighborhood that did not feel safe for us, no
matter how much we liked the school or the people, it may affect whether or not
we chose to go there.
Anwar, a Somalian male with one student currently at FAME, referenced safety as being
a central theme in his decision to seek out FAME. His main factors were simply stated:
“Safety and education.” FAME’s centrally located proximity within a perceived
desirable neighborhood, undoubtedly had an impact on Julia, Jonathan, Anwar, and other
active school choosers.
A final factor which I will refer to as choice as insurance was mentioned only
twice during my interviews, but I found the remarks to be enlightening. Jonathan’s
comments about a conversation he had with his wife during the final stage of the
decision-making process provide some context: “Yeah, I didn’t think there’s a bad choice
here. Let’s go with FAME and just see how the lottery thing turns out.” Helen’s
thoughts regarding her initial school choice decision provide more depth to the notion of
choice as insurance: “If this doesn’t work out, at least we’ve got a fall back. And as
anything in life, you’re always looking for a fall back.” If FAME worked for their
family, then great, but if not, the families felt comfort in knowing they could always fall
back on their assigned neighborhood elementary school option.
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Two primary themes, transportation and proximity, as well as a secondary theme
of choice as insurance, were identified as convenience factors during the interview
process. These factors were instrumental in the decision-making process. Families
needed to take each into consideration before they could decide to exercise school choice
options.
Formalizing the Research Process
Once parent perceptions had been developed and factors of convenience taken
into consideration, most parents formalized their search process in a similar manner.
Parents described narrowing their focus to FAME, their respective neighborhood school,
and at times, one or two other programs. Parents would then conduct tours of each.
Bob’s comments when asked about touring schools summarized this experience for
participants, “Our neighborhood school is [home school], and I had heard of FAME. We
had some conversations and decided it would be wise to check out both schools, so we
did so on the same day.” Tours consisted of parents visiting with the building principal
or designee and most often taking a walking tour of the building.
Parents described how both positive and not-so-positive interactions of programs
helped shape their school choice decisions. In his interview, Jonathan described having a
very positive first impression with the principal at his neighborhood home school after
touring both elementary school programs, but ultimately being swayed by the positive
environment of FAME.

73
We went and toured, at that time our home school was [home school] and the
principal there we just really, really liked – we just had a great vibe with him.
And the school was fine, we just came to FAME . . . I’m trying to remember how
we even heard about FAME. It was sort of my word of mouth; I didn’t even
know that it was on our radar. Just the way that it was described to us, it sounded
like an interesting school to check out. And so we came and met with [FAME’s
principal] and toured the school and it was a thing where I think there were parts
about our interaction with the principal at [home school] that made us feel like
that was the choice we wanted to make, and yet when [FAME’s principal] took us
through the school here, the school and the faculty and just the feel of it . . . you
know, you walk into a place and it’s just the feel. Being in this school felt more
like either what was familiar to us or what we wanted, I don’t know.
Others described less positive first impressions with their assigned neighborhood
program. Julia reluctantly discussed “just not connecting” with the principal of her
children’s assigned neighborhood school whom she volunteered as being “loved by
everyone she had talked to about the school.” When asked to describe the differences
between his school tours, Bob referred to FAME as having a “warm, homey feel” versus
the “cold, institutional feel” of the neighborhood school.
Susan’s first impression with her home school during a kindergarten
informational meeting the winter prior to her oldest girl starting school was negative as
well. Susan described the kindergarten teacher as being “obviously physically
uncomfortable” in the setting. This physical discomfort manifested itself by the teacher
having her arms crossed and keeping distance between herself and the families. Upon
inquiring about volunteer opportunities and finding there would be none, Susan’s level of
concern was raised significantly, “And I’m like no, that’s so not going to happen – no;
not when I’m sitting at home wanting to volunteer in my child’s classroom. And I got a
very strange, very strange feeling from her.” Susan went on to compare her initial
experience at her assigned home school and FAME as being “very night and day for me.
It just didn’t seem friendly at [home school].”
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One parent in particular stood out as unique in the school tour process. In her
interview, Grace described visiting her children’s assigned home school twice.
I actually went back there again just because I kind of felt like maybe, since it was
my first stop, it’s kind of like having the first interview – you maybe, like, fumble
it or whatever, so you’ve got like another [try].
After not being satisfied during her two trips to her neighborhood school, Grace then
detailed taking the opportunity to visit all thirteen public and private school elementary
options within Anytown. “Yeah, my husband thought I was insane. He was like, ‘It is
not a job.’ I responded, ‘It is, to be a parent is a job!’” After touring the building and
visiting with each principal or school representative, Grace would return to her car, make
anecdotal notes, and evaluate each school program with a predesigned rubric. Now that
her oldest daughter is preparing to leave FAME for her middle school experience, Grace
has toured all three Anytown middle school programs.
Other interviewees took more of a qualitative approach to their school search
process. Helen described the experience of visiting each school and the resulting
decision, “We decided to visit both schools and in visiting both schools it just became a
no-brainer that FAME fit our family’s style much better.” When asked to describe their
rationale for choosing FAME, parents most often referenced the feel of FAME as the
primary factor in their decision-making process. When asked about when they know
FAME was the best option for her family, Ruth commented, “We feel in love with
FAME from the start.” Susan’s comments provide more context.
Once I walked into this place, the feeling and the friendliness and when I started
talking to [FAME principal] about volunteering and he told me all the things I
could do, I know that was the place to be.
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Bob, himself a product of public school choice during his elementary and middle
school experience, commented, “Once we toured [FAME], it felt great. Everything we
saw just felt so . . . this place emanates, for the lack of a better word, love. This is very
much . . . if there was an aura to a school, it felt like home.” During my interview with
Anthony, he talked at length about his own positive elementary school experience and his
desire for his son to have a similar experience.
I really wanted him to be in this sort of environment because it reminded me a lot
of what I grew up in and how the teachers kind of take more of a hands-on
approach with the kids as far as their learning and acclimating them to the school.
The impact of FAME’s feeling will be explored in greater detail in subsequent chapters.
Parent perceptions developed through informal and formal interactions shaped
participant’s perceptions of their local neighborhood school and FAME School for the
Performing Arts. Two distinctive groups emerged that I will now review.
Two Paths Leading to FAME
One group consisting of ten of the fifteen interviewees felt compelled to explore
alternative options for their children’s elementary education experience. The remaining
five participants referenced comfort with their assigned neighborhood school but chose to
take advantage of a choice given to them by the local school district. I will now review
the choice school roadmap for both of these groups of active school choosers.
Consumer-Driven Clientele
Nine of the interviewees gave their neighborhood program a no-confidence vote
and felt compelled to explore FAME as an elementary choice school option for their
children prior to their oldest child entering kindergarten. The final member of this group,
Rita, enrolled her child in the neighborhood elementary school and left for FAME after
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one academic year due to not feeling her son’s needs were being met. Parents expressed
multiple factors when asked to elaborate on what contributed to their lack of confidence.
These factors included negative perceptions portrayed through proficiency-based test
scores, rumors of disciplinary problems within the school, and concern raised upon
realizing many of the peer families within their respective local communities were not
choosing the local public school option for their own children. I will now go into more
depth regarding these factors.
Two of the interviewees, Helen and Susan, mentioned their surprise upon
calculating how many neighborhood children were attending their assigned school.
Susan detailed counting the kids and the neighborhood and calculating how many
actually went to their assigned public school.
Our neighborhood, I think it’s currently at 21 kids, and I want to say maybe a
handful of them were at our neighborhood school and everybody else was either
homeschooling or at [private Catholic school] or FAME . . . it enlightened me to
the fact that, hey you don’t need to go to your home school.
Helen’s comments further define their rationale.
I counted and this one time . . . Anytown is generally a mix of older and younger
people so we have our share of older original families, which is really cool. Out
of the younger families we have three families at FAME, one family at
[neighborhood school], two homeschool families, one at [private Catholic school]
. . . I think we counted one time like twenty-one and at that time only two kids out
of the twenty-one were going to the neighborhood school, others were going to a
variety of other options.
Four of the parents who shared their school choice experience with me referenced
shaping a negative perception of their assigned home school. Anthony described the
perception of his neighborhood school as being okay and expanded on this sentiment
when he commented, “I didn’t get a lot of feedback where people told me it was great or
an outstanding school. I maybe got a few people who had a negative experience, but for
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the most part people said it was, ‘Okay.’” Boris’ comments provide additional context,
“Just kind of second-hand issues that were going to in the school, primarily issues with
child behavior, discipline.” Susan’s remarks provide additional understanding beyond
concerns over discipline issues.
I had heard through the grapevine of disciplinary problems, the poverty level was
quite high, or was at the time, which studies have shown does kind of factor into
education somehow; I’m still really not quite sure how that ever works.
Jonathan and Boris shared additional concerns regarding high class sizes and the overall
student composition at their children’s assigned elementary school. “They say that
you’re only as strong as your weakest person or there are issues sometimes, especially in
the non-choice schools where the stronger students are held back because of a larger
population of weaker students,” Boris commented. Jonathan added,
So I think the only hesitation we had with some of the . . . like English as a
Second Language type situations were that we were concerned that it might
inhibit the learning process if the class sizes were too big and that the teacher
didn’t have enough assistance or focused people to work with English as a Second
Language students, that that could affect our kids getting the amount of learning
that they wanted to or could possibly do themselves.
Standardized test scores were also referenced as a factor in the decision-making
process, albeit on a smaller scale than I would have expected. Five of the parents briefly
referenced test scores during their respective interview. “Well, I don’t want to say I
looked exclusively at test scores, but that was certainly part of it,” Helen commented.
None of the participants went into great detail about standardized test scores during their
individual meeting, but they were undoubtedly a factor in the decision-making process as
illustrated by Sofia’s story about her daughters using the Internet to evaluate school
options for her children.
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Grace’s comments illustrate how some of the active school-choosing parents
became frustrated when they felt test scores were over emphasized rather than the
development of the whole child.
Something that kind of annoyed me in the process was that I would ask them
[principals or designee] what their future . . . what their goals were for the future,
what things were they striving to accomplish and to make their school grow. And
they would talk about their test scores all the time, and I was like, “Yeah, but you
need to know the individual kid.”
An exchange with Rita, the one interviewee whose child joined FAME during the
middle of his elementary school experience, illustrates the thought process of some
active school-choosing families and how the landscape of public education has shifted
due to an increase in school choice opportunities. “I talked to a couple of friends and
they said, ‘If you don’t like your experience, you have a choice to move your kids to a
different school.’” Later on in the interview I asked Rita if she had brought up any of her
concerns to the staff at her neighborhood elementary school.
No, I just asked them I want to transfer my kids to a different school. And they
said there was a couple of papers you need to fill out and I did that. I filled out
the papers and sent it to for FAME. And they approve to move my kids here.
Helen’s comments about visiting a local charter school even after her oldest had
been in enrolled at FAME at least one year demonstrate the mentality of active choosing
families who are committed to ensuring their children receive the best education possible.
When [local charter school] was opening, they were just starting their first year, I
went to check it out to see is this just going to be light years better than what we
are currently at because I wanted to keep my options open, and keep my choices
open and make the right decisions. But it was clear, after visiting there that we
liked where we were at FAME better, so we stayed.
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Other active school-choosing families were not necessarily unsatisfied with their assigned
elementary school but choose to explore an option provided to them by the Anytown
Public Schools.
Choice as an Option
Five of the fifteen interviewees referenced having a comfort level with their
assigned school after conducting their formal and informal research. Mary described
finding comfort while in the process of purchasing their first home and knowing her
children would be able to attend the neighborhood elementary school.
I was really excited that that’s where they were going to . . . I mean, that was a
phone call I made when we were putting an offer into the house was to the school
district asking what schools our kids were going to be in.
Others like Bob had a similar experience, “No, I really had no concerns with
[neighborhood school]. It’s a well-rated school.”
Excerpts from my interview with Isabella, a self-described Latino American who
happens to live across the street from her neighborhood elementary school, were
profound.
Well, I felt like I was lucky to be able to have the opportunity to look around.
I’ve heard that there are some districts where you can’t do that and so I felt like I
owed it to myself to check out the various schools and see what they offer and
which one was the best fit for us.
Later on in the interview, Isabella commented, “I had an advantage over other people
who didn’t get a choice, and so I wanted to make sure that I could look around and check
out my options.”
Gus’ comment about why he and his wife pursued FAME reinforced this thought
process.
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Just because I knew it was there. Honestly, had I not known about it there would
not have been a question at all. It would have just been [home school] because
that’s where you go, because that’s the school . . . the fact I knew that there was a
choice, that’s what gave me the idea.
Gus went on to describe how his children’s daycare provider, a key figure in his social
network, had actually been a strong proponent of their home school and how this made
their decision even more challenging.
And I have that unique perspective only because my daycare lady had had all
three of her kids go through [home school] and all the kids in the daycare go to
[home school] except my son. And she knows the staff there very well, she
knows the teachers, I hear all about what’s going on their and all that stuff. And
she loves it – she absolutely loves the school. So I’ve never heard anything
necessarily bad at all about [home school].
One other excerpt from Gus’ interview sheds light on the thought process of families who
consider choice as an option.
Even in my neighborhood, it’s kind of the same because I have across the street, I
have one family who sends their kids here and then another family who send their
kids to [home school] and they play together all the time, they’re friends. It’s just
like . . . the [home school] ones said, “We applied to FAME, but we didn’t get in
but [home school] is just as good. And the FAME family said, “Yeah, we applied
and got in, the younger didn’t but whatever.”
These parents could best be described as taking advantage of an option provided
to them by the local school district. Mary’s comments best summarize the collective
thought process: “We had a choice between a great school and a great school. There was
nothing about [neighborhood school] that made me think like, ‘Oh, I really don’t want
my kids to go there.’”
Choice from a Diverse Perspective
In addition to categorizing the active school-choosing participants into those who
felt compelled to explore a choice elementary school option for their children and those
who reported taking advantage of an opportunity provided to them by the Anytown

81
Public School, I also located themes that emerged from the diverse candidates, an
emerging population in Anytown as well as other suburban communities, who were
interviewed for this case study on school choice. These candidates consisted of Anthony,
an African-American male; Isabella, a self-described Latino American; Rita, a Sudanese
immigrant; and Sofia and Anwar, Somalian immigrants, who each left their native
country during a time of turmoil. All shared their unique perspectives with what I believe
to be great candor and a similar passion for their children’s education as was the case
with the White participants.
As was documented in previous sections of this chapter, these diverse families
took similar approaches to their White peers regarding why and how they constructed
their elementary school search. Four of the participants, Anthony, Rita, Sofia, and
Anwar, were categorized as feeling compelled to make a choice due to their formal and
less formal research, and in Rita’s case after her child spent what she deemed to be one
unproductive year in their neighborhood elementary school. Isabella on the other hand
expressed a comfort level with the neighborhood school, which was in fact across the
street from her home. She chose FAME after touring several programs and in her own
words, “taking advantage of an opportunity given to me.” Two distinctive themes
emerged from my research with these families that I will now address.
Cracking the Code
To some degree all of the diverse candidates I interviewed expressed frustration
with their lack of understanding of how public education in Anytown worked. Isabella
admitted during our interactions that she had little knowledge of the Anytown Public
Schools prior to preparing to send her oldest child to school. Sofia referenced needing to
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know the system or having someone in your family know the system. For this
knowledge, she relied on her two adult daughters. Rita’s comment shed additional
context, “Actually at the beginning I don’t have any choice because I wasn’t familiar
with the schools and how the system works. . . . But year after year I found out how I can
transfer my kids to school that they wanted.”
Compounding the transition into the world of public education was the language
barrier that Rita, Sofia, and Anwar experienced. This was not the case for Anthony, who
described himself “as a mad scientist” regarding his desire to advance his son’s education
as quickly as possible, and Isabella, fluent in both English and Spanish, who was more
easily able to access English-speaking connections in her social network, most notably
her daycare provider, to inform her understanding of the Anytown Public Schools.
Isabella’s comments regarding her fellow Latino parents are enlightening in this regard.
Well I think it’s about awareness. If people make you aware of what’s available
to you, like I said I went to three schools – I don’t know if the Latino parents
know that they have options. To be perfectly honest, a lot of them don’t have,
they might not have the language skills that they know if I don’t want to go to
[diverse Anytown school], can I go to FAME? It’s not very diverse here, it’s
good and bad – like I said, I would like to see more.
Participants who had more of a limited knowledge of the English language relied
on connections within their social networks to inform themselves regarding the local
school system and how to effectively navigate their way through the school district’s
practices and policies. The number of connections each relied upon was less than those
fluent in the English language. This was evident through a question I posed to Rita
regarding the number of individuals she consulted with regarding her decision to leave
her neighborhood program in favor of FAME. Rita responded that she had discussed the
potential move with one other family. In comparison, when asked a similar question,
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Boris, white male and former PTA president, reported talking to as many people as
possible prior to choosing FAME for his children’s elementary school experience.
Motivators for Choosing
Ethnically and racially diverse families chose FAME School for the Performing
ARTS over their assigned school for their children’s elementary school experience. Due
to their concerns regarding safety and the quality of education provided by their
neighborhood school programs, and for some their desire to avoid more racially,
ethnically, and socio-economically diverse school experiences for their children.
Isabella attributed basing her final decision to attend FAME “more about the
people and the vibe” she experienced while visiting both schools. Later on in the
interview the focus of our discussion turned to any unintended consequences families
experienced prior to enrolling their children at FAME. To this open-ended question,
Isabella candidly responded:
I had conversations with friends about this and it was the race thing. It was do I
want to go to a school where my kids have a lot more kids that are their race,
because that would have been more of a [Anytown school] or [home school]. Or,
do I want them to go to a school where there is less of that, which would have
been FAME or something like that. And I think that there is good and bad in both
choices and I think at the end of the day that’s a really hard decision and it’s a
very personal decision. But, we did muddle that a little bit – we wanted what we
wanted.
Later on, Isabella shared how she did not want her children to be unfairly labeled due to
their ethnicity. The following quote from Isabella’s interview provides more depth.
Well to be honest, I prefer a school where there isn’t as much racial diversity and
it is not what you think because I actually like that a lot obviously. But I think a
lot of times when you have that, you’re grouped in to a certain . . . you’re
grouped. . . . I’d rather that my children set the example of what life Hispanic or
Latino [should be] . . . so I’d rather them be the first.
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Others shared similar responses during our conversations. Anwar routinely referenced
“safety and education” as the primary reasons his family decided to exercise school
choice. When I asked him to expand upon his decision-making process, he shared,
When we toured [home school], we weren’t concerned about room size or
something like that. The only thing we were interested was treatment . . . and
there were a lot of different ethnic down there [home school], that’s why this one
[FAME] was more stable, that’s why we came here.
Sofia added additional depth, again through an interpreter, to this notion when she
referenced the type of students attending FAME, which happens to have one of the
lowest rates of diverse students throughout the school system, in comparison to other
Anytown elementary schools.
If she goes to a school and there’s a lot of violence going on, a lot of fights going
on and kids are not respecting the teacher and they always come from that
behavior at home too, they will act exactly that way. She said good people who
look for schools that doesn’t have a lot of violence going on, there’s a lot of good
students in that school [FAME].
Sofia shared the following quote through an interpreter that I believe articulates the
thought process of all the parents I interviewed for this research project:
We want our kids to have the same opportunity other kids have to get a good
education and for them to not do any bad to the people who . . . we came to this
country, live in this country, and not harm those people. We always tell our kids
what’s right and what’s wrong and influence them in a good way.
The diverse sample of active school-choosing parents benefited from their ability to
“crack the code” of school choice in this suburban setting and were motivated to do so in
order to provide the best education possible for their children even if this meant forgoing
relationships with similar racially and ethnically diverse families.
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Summary
“The perception was [FAME] was a really fun place and the kids were really engaged.”
– Susan
I explain the factors and processes influencing active school choosers regarding
how and why they decided to enroll their children in the FAME School for the
Performing Arts. For most participants, the journey began by making a conscious
decision to settle in Anytown, in large part due to the local public school system. From
there, public perception developed through structured and less structured social
interactions with individuals within their social network which influenced their decision
to explore FAME as a choice school option.
Participants were split on their rationale for visiting FAME, and in doing so,
formalizing the search process. Some felt compelled due to negative perceptions of their
assigned school. Others described taking advantage of an option given to them by the
Anytown Public Schools. A subset of diverse active school-choosing parents searched
for an alternative to their neighborhood school to avoid perceived inferior elementary
school experiences for their children at their assigned neighborhood school program.
All parents selected an alternative educational program to enhance their children’s
academic and social success. Their decisions were based on interactions within their
social network, reputation, and research regarding the school district and the academic
programs offered by the Anytown Public Schools. Instead of choosing primarily for the
arts-infused focus that differentiates FAME School for the Performing Arts from the
district’s remaining neighborhood elementary school program, parents enrolled their
children in a school with a perceived advantage of safety, greater resources, and less
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demands for supporting students, particularly those needing language support or living in
poverty with greater needs for support.
In the next chapter, I will provide context to the levels of satisfaction these active
school-choosing families had with their decision to enroll their children at FAME School
for the Performing Arts for their elementary school experience.
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CHAPTER FIVE
PARENT SATISFACTION WITH CHOICE
“I absolutely love this school. I love coming here. I feel blessed that my kids are able to
come to this great place.” – Julia
All active school-choosing parents expressed high levels of overall satisfaction
regarding their decision to send their elementary-aged children to FAME School for the
Performing Arts. Satisfaction was most often attributed to the positive feelings cultivated
by FAME school and experienced by students and families. When participants were
asked to define further feeling, two themes emerged. Parents described a community
feeling at FAME, something both students and parents enjoyed. Secondly, parents
expressed satisfaction with the alignment between their values and the FAME school.
Satisfaction was not guaranteed with hindrances to satisfaction developing during
the research process as well as once families had students enrolled at FAME.
An annual family satisfaction survey conducted by the Anytown Public Schools
confirmed families’ high rates of satisfaction with FAME. Two families shared insights
that describe increasing satisfaction rates over time. These positive rates of overall
satisfaction validate families’ decisions to exercise school choice options for their
children’s elementary school experience.
FAME’s Famous Feeling
Feeling was by far the most referenced theme uncovered during my interviews
with participants referencing the feel of FAME at least one time. For some such as
Anthony, Mary, Ruth, and Grace, it was a factor in their initial decision making. Ruth,
who proudly detailed her father’s long tenure as an Anytown Public School teacher,
described “falling in love with FAME” from the start due to the feeling she encountered
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during her initial visit. Anthony described how the feeling at FAME made him nostalgic
for own elementary school experience. “The school I went to, the grade school, I would
never forget – it was Woodlawn Elementary. It was like leaving your family and going
to a big building full of more family members,” Anthony enthusiastically shared. Mary’s
comments contributed additional detail.
It’s interesting how when you walk into a building you can just . . . feel isn’t the
right word for it but you can kind of tell if it’s a positive place and a place that
kids are enjoying themselves versus a place where they’re not.
Grace reinforced the impact of feeling in the decision-making process when she
commented, “So we chose FAME over the rest basically because of the feeling and
talking with the principals and kind of their vision.”
For others, feeling was referenced as a factor in their choice to attend FAME as
well as in response to a question posed regarding their overall level of satisfaction with
FAME. Bob’s remarks provide context to this thought process.
Well, we toured FAME first just the feeling of this . . . of FAME School for the
Performing Arts is amazing. It feels like a home and on-goingly it becomes more
of a community. But then touring at [home school], it felt very much like an
institution.
I posed a question to Jonathan about the most important factors for active school choosers
to consider during the search process. His response emphasizes the importance of feel
for active school choosers.
For us, and what I would tell people, is how the school feels. Because no matter
what the grades are and what the testing and all that stuff shows, it has to be an
environment that you’re comfortable in, and your kids are comfortable in.
When asked to define further “feel,” their responses could be divided into two
categories. The first category surrounds the sense of community FAME has been able to
foster for students as well as families. A values alignment between FAME and the school
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choice families defines the second category. I will now elaborate on both of these
categories.
Community for All
All of the participants referenced the term “community” at one point in their
interview. Julia’s comments provide context: “It just felt like it was such a friendly
community, building, environment.” Rita added, “It’s like a community, it’s not just a
school.” Upon probing deeper about what families meant when they referenced
“feeling,” foremost was the sense of community FAME had been intentional about
fostering for students. Bob was impressed with how FAME had intentionally fostered a
sense of community from the beginning of his daughter’s elementary school experience.
You have to foster that earlier on—that sense of community has got to be built
from the very beginning. And if you do it from the very beginning, it can be very
powerful because those youngest then start to see themselves as the leaders, and
that’s what we really want: we want kids to become leaders.
Several of the families referenced the Counsel program, a multi-age experience
where students from across the building interact on community building projects, as a
concrete example of how FAME has fostered community for all learners. Julia’s
comments shed light on boule’s influence on satisfaction, “I like that sense of community
building. I felt that was really important. Both my husband and I thought it was a really
unique thing for our kids to have that opportunity.” In her interview Mary described how
this sense of community made her feel comfortable by knowing “1st graders feel
comfortable saying ‘Hi’ to the 5th graders because they do stuff across grade levels.” Bob
commented on how FAME was able to build community across grade levels and how
students and families appreciated this.
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The kids really know people across the entire school and when they know them
and kids have great respect for each other at all ages and then they meet some of
their friends and pretty soon everybody in this school pretty much knows
everybody in this school. It’s just so neat that way. And that builds, for the kids
. . . it’s not just I know the kids in my classroom or the kids in my grade, it’s I
know the kids throughout the building.
Counsel was a meaningful experience for students, but its importance also resonated with
the active school-choosing families as it helped develop a sense of community for all
students attending FAME.
In addition to the importance of the community aspect for students, the feeling of
belonging was of paramount importance to the parents’ overall level of satisfaction. It is
important to note this was much more commonly brought up by White participants than
their more racially and ethnically diverse peers. Gus referenced “looking for a place of
belonging” for both his children and family. Anthony discussed the positive impact of
always being greeted warmly by staff.
When you walk into this building, whether you’ve been here before or haven’t
been here before, someone greets you – whether it is the janitor or a teacher or
[principal] himself, someone is there to greet you, welcome you to their building
and kind of see what you need and how they can help you.
Jonathan described in his interview the importance of finding a school that was
comfortable for his children, but was also a place where he and his wife could find a
sense of community: “Especially with your first kid, we tried to image how we can fit in
and help out as parents.”
Susan described her comforting in knowing “I can walk into this school and see
people that I know and talk to people that I’ve known for years and really get to know
them as a person, that I really truly feel they’re part of my group.” Another comment
from Susan, a single parent of two daughters who unexpectedly lost her husband early on
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in her oldest child’s elementary school experience, reinforced the importance of
community for families.
We’ve really had a support system here. I would like to think I would have gotten
that anywhere, but I know that that’s one thing that’s always going to carry me
through is that we really had a support system. Their school was a very stable
environment for them, and it was a good environment, whereas our home life . . .
you know when you lose a father it’s very hard.
Many of the parents interviewed spent a significant amount of time discussing the
positive impact of FAME’s active Parent Teacher Student Association (PTSA) whom
Julia described “as a phenomenal group of people . . . always doing really great things.”
Boris proudly reported he was the current PTSA president while we talked. During her
interview, Mary reinforced how social networks developed outside of school eased her
transition into the FAME community.
I was able to jump right into PTA because I knew moms that were already on it
and so it was a really seamless transition where as if I had gone somewhere where
I didn’t know people already then I would have kind of had to insert myself a
little bit more.
When parents worked together for a common cause, it increased their sense of belonging.
Susan’s comments in this regard were again enlightening.
I will have friends that I will probably know forever that I’ve met in this school
and this because we volunteered on, you know – the hop or the carnival. And it
fostered a belonging . . . working towards a better good.
Parents not only valued their experiences and interactions at the school but also valued
the friendships their children made with others throughout the community. Four parents
saw another advantage of school choice—FAME school provided a mixture of
community members and offered friendship experiences for children outside of their
neighborhood school. Ruth simply stated, “This is our community,” when asked about
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the challenges her family faced due to the lack of proximity between her family and other
FAME families.
Grace enthusiastically reported her children “have friends at every school” due to
being enrolled at FAME and involved in various community-wide activities. Two other
interviewees, Isabella and Mary talked about the long-term benefit of having their
children form relationships with students from multiple parts of Anytown. Both believed
these acquaintances would serve their children well as a foundation for future friendships
as the students moved to middle and high school within Anytown.
Another factor affecting parental rates of satisfaction was the notion of shared
values.
Shared Values
The second category I uncovered when probing more about what interviewees
meant by the term “feeling” was best described as a shared values or a values alignment
between values of the school and home. More specifically, three parents referenced the
harmony they experienced when they believed their family’s values matched those of
FAME.
This values matching manifested in two ways. The first was when parents talked
about their increased comfort level in knowing that other FAME families had made a
conscious decision to get their children into FAME, thus creating an increased level of
engagement. Ruth, a lifelong Anytown resident and strong advocate for the school
district, described the positive energy at FAME compared to her “passionless”
neighborhood elementary school. Jonathan’s comments reinforced this point, “I think
whenever there is a choice you become more invested across the board.”
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Anthony’s perspective of an African-American male who exercised choice was
also insightful. During our conversations, Anthony shared his initial frustration when he
came across information on a parent blog during the search process, “saying it was hard
for kids of color to get into FAME.” To this point, Anthony responded:
I think it’s equally as hard for any child, you have to choose for your kid to come
here and for that reason a lot of people want their kids to come here, so if you
don’t stay on top of it and get in here right away, you might not get in so it’s just
kind of different from that standpoint.
Isabella, another diverse FAME parent, added the following:
No, because everything else is on me, you know what I mean? I think that the
experiences of school whether it’s here or anywhere is a two-fold experience – the
experience that the children have with the teachers and all the resources they get,
and then the involvement that the parents have.
Boris reinforced this importance of choosing a school where families had a similar
approach to education and also shed light on the reciprocal benefit of having a teaching
staff that is, in turn, highly motivated.
One of the things that we understood was the case with FAME was the
involvement of parents in the school. Because it’s a choice school, generally the
families who decide to make that choice, they do that proactively and they do that
because they’re more engaged in their children’s education or they want to be
engaged in that. And so, as a result, I think we have much higher parent
participation in our school for that and so our staff, our teachers are very much
appreciative of that and responsive to that and I think the parents in return are
even more engaged as a result.
Parents recognized these high levels of engagement were not always the case in
neighborhood elementary schools. “The neighborhood schools just grab everybody that’s
in the neighborhood, and they may know nothing about the school the day before their
kid enters kindergarten,” stated Mary.
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FAME’s willingness to openly accept parent volunteers in their classrooms and
throughout their children’s school day experience contributed to the active choosing
families’ level of satisfaction.
Volunteerism
In addition to knowing their FAME peers would more than likely be engaged in
their children’s education, seven of the parents referenced volunteerism during our
discussions. On one end of the spectrum was Boris, who referenced wanting to find a
school were his wife could be involved due to the fact she did not work outside the house.
On the other end of the spectrum would be Susan, who based much of her decision on her
ability to be a welcome volunteer in the classroom. “I have volunteered in the
classrooms; I have volunteered in every single classroom in this building for every
teacher my child has had – even ones that they never had,” Susan commented with great
pride.
Julia found comfort in knowing she would be able to be actively involved in their
education process even if it meant some minor inconveniences.
I love the parent involvement here. I just really don’t feel like they’re ever
chasing people down looking for [volunteers] . . . it’s kind of funny because
somebody made a joke that FAME families you can never [guarantee a chance to
volunteer] . . . like some schools beg volunteers for things or to chaperone but at
our school you might get selected!
Jonathan, too, commented about his desire to volunteer in the classroom but at the same
time communicated how his wife was more resistant to volunteer.
I don’t do it a lot because my schedule doesn’t allow, but I like to come and
volunteer, I like to have lunch with my kids. I sort of enjoy seeing what it is that
they’re being exposed to and [wife] gets uncomfortable if the situation is too
much. She’ll come and maybe help with parties like for Halloween and different
things like that but as far as helping the kids in the classroom, that’s not her thing.
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Later on in his interview, Jonathan discussed the internal conflict he has to volunteer but
at the same time not become overbearing. He commented, “Because you want to make
sure that you are participating in a way that’s beneficial and yet not crossing the
boundary of being . . . where it’s not helping them [the teachers] anymore, it’s just a little
too involved.”
Bob added to the theme of volunteerism when he drew a correlation between
active choosing parents and the depth and quality of volunteers.
When a parent chooses a school, so you have to go out of your way to choose a
school like FAME and you make that choice, you are more invested as a parent
and I think that you’ll probably find I can’t say for a fact because I haven’t done
any kind of official survey, but I’m fairly certain that the level of volunteers and
the quality of volunteerism at this school is probably higher than most schools and
that’s because the parents made a conscientious choice to come here and by
making that choice, again they’re more invested.
Boris, along with two others, furthered the notion of the values match when he
referenced the comfort he found in knowing that FAME reinforced respect and
consideration for all students:
The value system that FAME really focuses on is respect and consideration. I
wouldn’t call it a system, it’s more of a slogan but it kind of reinforces the basic
important things that FAME tries to instill in their students, which is respect for
others, consideration, community, that whole aspect. So definitely, and when you
look at the interactions of students with teachers as well as teachers and the
principal and the administration, it just works. You get, again kind of a nebulous
term if you will, sort of a warm and fuzzy feeling about the school, the
community from the principal on down to the students.
Interestingly, academic indicators were referenced on a much smaller scale when
discussing overall satisfaction with FAME than those pertaining to community and an
alignment of values. Jonathan discussed this theme in-depth during this interview. He,
similar to Anthony, described wanting to find a similar positive experience for his
children as he had had while growing up in a small, rural community: “Yeah, to me it’s
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more about the social end of being a good human beyond the academic or the learning
standpoint.” Despite its smaller role, parents described the importance of educational
quality as a factor in their satisfaction with FAME school.
Educational Quality
Susan valued the educational program for its success in preparing her daughter for
middle school. Susan, whose youngest daughter was a fifth grade student and nearing the
end of her elementary school experience, commented about her daughters’ preparedness,
saying, “I feel that my daughters have received a very good education. That when they
left here, they were ready for middle school.”
Other positive comments were most often attributed to the strong teaching staff at
FAME. Julia, the self-described mother of an academically gifted, introverted son and an
extroverted daughter with average academic abilities, commented, “I feel like my kids
have gotten the best teachers to meet their learning styles. So that’s been kind of cool –
whether that was by accident or not.”
Gus discussed how appreciative he was that his son’s classroom teacher stayed in
close contact with him while his son was undergoing medical testing.
I recently had a meeting with his teacher because conferences are coming up and
she’s like, “I don’t want any of this to be a shock to you at conferences, here’s
what we’re seeing, here’s what you might want to start looking at.”
Anthony was impressed with the student-centered nature of the staff, “I think everything
they do here is good for the kids and from what I see it’s good for the teachers because
I’ve never seen anyone look grumpy when they’re leaving or coming here.” Finally,
Grace described the impact of the active student engagement in her overall level of
satisfaction, “It has definitely lived up to my expectations. The hands-on experiences
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that my kids get in learning – I love having them come and seeing how excited they are
and how they don’t really complain to do their homework.”
All parents interviewed conveyed an overall high level of satisfaction for their
experience at FAME School for the Performing Arts. This level of satisfaction was
developed through the experiences of their children but also through numerous
opportunities for adults to interact within the school. Despite high levels of overall
satisfaction, themes emerged that could best be described as hindrances to satisfaction,
which I will now describe.
Hindrances to Parent Satisfaction with FAME School
Parents shared frustrations with choice both during the decision-making process
as well as once their children were formally enrolled at FAME School for the Performing
Arts. Three factors made the decision to enroll students in FAME school more difficult,
including concerns about making the right decisions; issues within the local
neighborhood, including uncomfortable interactions with frustrated neighbors and the
extra planning needed to transport children for social activities; and finally, accusations
of elitism, largely concerned with class, race and ethnicity.
Making the Right Decision
Three interviewees expressed their internal frustration during the decision-making
process about whether or not they were indeed making the correct choice. Helen
described “cursing choice” during the final stages of the decision-making process. Mary
commented about “just wishing someone else would make the decision for her” and also
her concern about whether or not her choice would work for all three of her children.
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When asked follow-up questions about whether or not the internal struggle was worth the
ability to exercise choice, all indicated that it was indeed worth it in the long run.
Helen and Ruth, both lifelong Anytown residents, lamented the sadness in
realizing how their children’s elementary school experiences were going to be different
then their experience after they selected FAME rather than their neighborhood school.
Helen’s comments about not being able to watch her kids walk to and from school
disappointed her, as she valued her elementary neighborhood school experience.
As a child a lot of the schools were laid out around the city well enough so that
kids could walk or ride their bikes to school, and I was one of them that just had
to cut across a few of my neighbors’ yards to get to [school], which is no longer
there. And so just cutting across a few yards I was in the playground and if I
forgot something I could go home at lunchtime and pick it up. It was lovely. It
was so great. I could walk with my friends, and my sisters, and that was neat.
And then obviously growing up one would like that same ideal for my children.
And that was something that I struggled a little bit letting go because we were
sending our kids fifteen minutes away which is not nearly walking, rather driving,
fifteen minutes away because FAME is not really that close to use. But I had to
abandon that knowing that the positives outweighed the negatives as far as having
a longer commute but being a much better atmosphere for my kid.
Neighborhood Concerns
Helen and Isabella described uncomfortable interactions with a neighbor as a
frustration now that choice has entered the suburban elementary school setting. Isabella
described an encounter with a neighbor:
But I did have a parent, she didn’t actually live on our street, she was a street over,
but she did knock on my door and she was visibly upset that I was not sending my
kids to [homeschool]. And it was very uncomfortable. I maybe felt that from one
other person too, so it was not like I was being inundated with that type of
approach or reaction. It was not something that I expected to happen. It really
threw me off.
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Friendships Outside of the Neighborhood
When asked to describe any concerns once their children were enrolled at FAME,
seven of the parents referenced the inconvenience of having friends from all parts of
Anytown and beyond. Mary described some of these unintended negative consequences.
Well, bad in one way in that our kids don’t know the kids that live in our
neighborhood. I think if they had gone to [home school] and ridden the bus with
the other kids that are in the area that they would know more kids around us.
Jonathan, who I previously reported was the one family who “happened upon Anytown,”
shared his frustration about not being able to let his children ride their bikes to school and
their friend’s homes. Because classmates lived outside of the neighborhood, this made
social contacts more difficult.
The number of times our kids have asked if they can ride their bikes to school or
anything like that, I wish I could just say, “Yeah, you can,” but with several major
streets in the way I’m not going to do that. But that would be something that I
would love as far as some of this utopian idea of what you want for your kids and
the experience of school and everything.
Susan shared additional inconveniences in scheduling play dates with friends, but also for
when signing up for community-based activities, such as those offered through the local
athletic association.
I have never regretted sending my children here, but there are consequences that I
feel was worth the problems. One of the problems is that they are not part of the
neighborhood school so their friends are from [neighboring communities] and all
over Anytown . . . you don’t know a lot of children because it’s all based on
geographic areas.
Mary summarized the concern with a simple statement, “all play dates require a car ride.”
These factors affected parents in varying degrees based on their experiences. However,
the more serious issue of elitism raised their level of concern and frustration with
enrolling their children in FAME School.

100
Perceptions of Elitism
Four participants expressed their frustration with being described as “elitist,” a
social stigma affecting parents and students. Grace said, “I know that people call FAME
parents and students elitist.” Helen felt concerned about not wanting to “seem uppity” in
her neighborhood with her choice of enrolling her children in FAME and not choosing
the assigned neighborhood school. Gus referenced FAME as the “teacher’s kid’s school”
due to the fact several FAME teachers bring their children to school with them, and also
referred to FAME as the “rich kid’s school” at several points during his interview. Susan
summarized parent choices and their social consequences, “Well there is a stigma and
I’m sure you’ve heard it – about FAME. We’re a White flight school and we’re a bunch
of snobs.”
Helen shared her frustration about a recently contentious district-wide elementary
school boundary change.
Especially during all the re-districting talk, when it was considered the “White
flight” school, it made me sick to my stomach because I don’t want to be part of
something like that. It had that little moniker; I don’t know if you’ve heard that.
Later on in her interview, Helen added additional context regarding why some within the
Anytown community viewed FAME in a negative light.
Anyway that was gross [White flight] and I would never want to knowingly or
willingly be part of something like that. So that is something I’m probably a little
touchy about too, is if anyone…and FAME was very much White, but it’s gotten
better. So that did make me uncomfortable when it was so White.
In addition to Susan and Helen, two other participants, Mary and Gus directly
used the terms “White flight” or “flight” during their individual interviews. Four others
indirectly referenced the term during their semi-structured interview. Whether direct or
indirect, parents referenced flight when being asked questions regarding satisfaction,
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specifically whether or not they had experienced any unintended negative consequences
as a result of choosing a choice school program.
Gus, an employee of Anytown Schools, described changes in his suburban
hometown, including the dramatic changes in student ethnic composition within their
schools.
Because I graduated in 1993, and I think, you can count the number of African
American students on maybe two hands . . . well, that’s not true. I’d say it might
be . . . at most, it may have been like 5 to 8 percent, but now major change.
Later on in his interview, I asked Gus to compare the situation in Anytown with his
experience in a nearby community concerning the reasons why parents leave
neighborhood schools. Gus was rather direct.
Quite frankly, White flight. Not to make it a racial but . . . I mean, let’s be clear,
when I say White flight I almost mean more demographically speaking. The idea
that the people of means will tend to disappear from their quote/unquote home
school if it has a . . . well, quite frankly, more ethnic background.
Julia, public school employee and active school chooser, enrolled her children in
FAME in large part due to the proximity of FAME to her home. She acknowledged that
flight can and does happen. At the same time, she argued parents don’t always choose
choice programs for negative reasons.
The fact that it’s now really an art-focused school you can kind of argue that point
too. “Well, I know, but this school has a real emphasis on the arts; it also has . . .
it has some other things that the home school does not offer.” It’s not about test
scores or . . . but, I think because it is different in some of the curriculum that can
be argued that that’s not a choice they would have had at their elementary school.
But you know, certainly I think . . . unfortunately people do leave their school
because of demographics [at times].
Whether or not this negative social stigma of “elitist consumers” is accurate most
likely depends on the unique circumstances of each choosing family. For example,
Grace, the participant who raised the issue of elitism, discussed her desire to find a school
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where parents were actively engaged in the day-to-day happenings of the school
community.
I have to say that our diversity is very involved where in other schools I don’t . . .
when I was going through the [search] process before we were called out on not
being very diverse, I did not see that. I went to – I know it’s probably shocking to
hear but I went to PTSA meeting and things like that because I wanted to see,
being very involved in ECFE, I wanted to see how the parents were involved
because I feel like as a whole, if the parents are really involved the kids are
always going to do better in school, they’re going to be there to hold them
accountable to do better in school.
Mary said it was unfair to label all school choice decisions as those engaged in White
flight.
Their kids getting to school and back is one of the smaller issues when they’re
dealing with poverty and everything that’s around that whereas I can have the
energy to put into my kid’s education because I’m not worried about where our
next paycheck is coming from.
Helen and Mary explained how their unique circumstances challenge the notion
of choice as flight. Helen’s oldest son currently attends Washington High School, the
much more diverse of the two Anytown programs. During her interview, Helen
commented about how her thinking coming full circle regarding the impact of school
choice on school communities. This occurred when a child in her neighborhood choose
to travel greater distances to attend Lincoln High School rather than their assigned
program, “And you know now being at Washington, I can see where people feel that
way. When our neighbor decided to go to Lincoln instead, I thought well, ‘What’s so
much better? There’s a lot of great families at Washington.’”
Mary and her husband also planned to have their children attend Washington
High School, their alma mater. Mary shared with great pride her children would be thirdgeneration Washington graduates. Mary added insights when she adamantly responded
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to a question about why her family felt Washington would be the best fit for her three
children, “So what I like about Washington is that it’s real – is that the right word? It’s
just very much like this is our community, and these are the people that you’re going to
be working with your whole life.”
Earlier on, I described Boris and Jonathan’s concerns regarding the student
composition at their neighborhood schools. More specifically, they described their
concerns over having more needy students in classrooms accompanied with high class
sizes. Early on in his interview, Jonathan, a White male, explained his choice. “There’s a
thing with both of us where we wanted our kids to have more exposure to more
nationalities, to more . . . we just wanted them to be more exposed to what the world is,
you know.” Instead of “fleeing” diversity, Jonathan characterized his decision as an
educational and social advantage. He described “feeling satisfied that all is okay in my
universe as far as my kids.” Jonathan referred to his children’s interactions with diverse
neighborhood children as complementary to his choice of seeking an educational
advantage in a less diverse school.
Boris’ comments about his children’s educational needs overriding the unintended
consequences of attending a less diverse school emphasizes the rationale active school
choosers take when choosing whether or not to exercise school choice.
I think the most important thing to me was ensuring that my child had, in my
view, the best education that they could. And if that meant putting my child in a
choice school, I would have absolutely no reservations or concerns about that.
Susan agreed with Boris’ sentiment, “I wanted the best education for my child, and I truly
felt that would be in this school. And if it was going to be in urban [metropolitan city] on
the Ramsey and Smith [outside of Anytown in an urban area,] and that was going to be
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the best school, then that’s where she would have gone.” The active school choosing
families overcame or managed hindrances to their satisfaction with school choice both
prior to the attending FAME School for the Performing Arts and also once enrolled.
Despite these frustrations, families reported high levels of overall satisfaction with their
experience, and for some increasing levels of satisfaction over time.
Increasing Satisfaction Over Time
The greatest testament to the level of satisfaction of FAME families came from
two families who had other elementary school experiences in addition to their FAME
experience. Helen had multiple children attend FAME at one point in their elementary
school experience, but her family voluntarily left to pursue a gifted and talented program
at another Anytown school. Helen reflected on both elementary school experiences,
describing FAME more favorably as compared to another Anytown program:
It’s really just a joyous situation, and I feel that [comparison school] where we
went is just hyper-managed, and the teachers seemed very under the thumb of the
control, and it’s very much less free. I felt more constricted there.
Bob’s daughter left FAME for a similar Anytown specialized program and was no longer
actively engaged in the day-to-day happenings at FAME. His remarks when asked about
his level of satisfaction with FAME illustrated his experience left a positive impression
on his family.
In the case of FAME, we had heard wonderful things and really, I would say the
end result is even more wonderful then the things I heard. When people ask me
about schools, I am a very big proponent of this particular school.
It is important to note these high levels of satisfaction are not guaranteed,
especially considering some of the frustrations parents described with regard to the
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difficulties in making a choice and facing criticism from members of their community
about their choice.
Summary
“I look at FAME more as an exceptional example, an exceptional example of what a
school could be.” – Boris
Parents reported high levels of satisfaction based on FAME’s positive school
culture. Community for all and an alignment between school and home values created a
positive school culture FAME School for the Performing Arts. These positive rates of
satisfaction occurred despite uncomfortable interactions for some within their
neighborhood communities; a gut-wrenching decision making process for others; for
some the loss of the traditional neighborhood elementary school experience, enjoyed by
some as a part of their elementary school experience; and for many, the need to overcome
the negative social stigma associated with participating in a school choice program in a
suburban community. Interestingly, satisfaction levels appeared to increase over time for
all families, even those who left FAME for a different school experience at one point in
their children’s elementary school years. In the next chapter I show how my findings
compare with previous studies on school choice and also analyze parent decision making
and factors influencing school choice and satisfaction rates using Lee Bolman and
Terrance Deal’s (2013) four frame theory, critical pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006) to
understand the relationship of schools and society, and John Dewey’s philosophy of
education (1900,1916,1934), more specifically his belief on enhancing learning through
the integration of arts.
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CHAPTER 6
ANALYZING THE DECISIONS AND EFFECTS OF SCHOOL CHOICE
A majority of the families moved to Anytown due to the strong reputation of the
local school system. Perceptions of school quality influenced their decision to participate
in school choice programming. Parents used a variety of strategies to obtain information
about school choice, and later made the decision to enroll their children at FAME School
for the Performing Arts. In the previous two chapters I described my findings regarding
how families conducted and made meaning of their school choice search process. In
chapter four, I identified and described the factors influencing parents in their exploration
of school choice options, and the steps followed in their search process. Chapter five
described parental satisfaction with parents’ school choice decision. This also included
several obstacles parents faced during their search process and circumstances affecting
their children once enrolled at FAME School.
In my analysis I identify whether the findings from my study confirm or challenge
studies found in my review of literature, and also apply three theoretical lenses to analyze
school choice programming in suburban America and parent satisfaction with school
choice. I adopted Bolman and Deal’s (2013) four-frame theory as my overarching
theoretical framework to analyze the reasons why parents seek choice programming,
including the methods used to participate in school choice, and their overall satisfaction
with their elementary school choice and experience.
I adopted two additional theories to analyze my findings. Dewey’s
(1900,1916,1934) philosophy of education regarding the values and views of parents
concerning their children’s education, including their decision to seek a more personal
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education emphasizing community participation and social learning. I end my analysis
with the application of critical theory to my findings (Apple, 1993,1995,2006). Critical
theory examines the social consequences of school choice on students and families living
in a suburban community. I begin with Bolman and Deal’s (2013) four-frame theory to
interpret why parents seek choice programming and the methods they used to secure
access in school choice.
“Framing” the School Choice Experience
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) frame theory views organization as “complex,
surprising, deceptive and ambiguous… [and,] formidably difficult to comprehend and
manage” (p. 39). Frame theory offers four different ways to interpret a situation and the
context for leadership, and the actions taken in response to using a certain frame or lens.
“A frame is a mental model – a set of ideas and assumptions – that you can carry in your
head to help you understand and negotiate a particular ‘territory’” (p. 11). Bolman and
Deal (2013) proposed reframing issues through four different frames: structural, human
resource, political, and symbolic.
Analyzing the choice school experience of 15 active choosing parents through
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) frame theory provided new perspectives regarding choice
programming in the suburban setting after “decipher[ing] the full array of significant
clues, [and] capturing a more comprehensive picture of what’s going on and what to do”
(p. 5) regarding school choice. Understanding why parents make school choice school
decisions may help school district leaders and principals understand how to compete for
students in an increasingly more competitive environment.
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I introduce and briefly describe each frame, including the general assumptions
and concepts associated with the frame and actions of individuals operating from this
frame. I then apply the frames to interpret the reasons for school choice and the factors
affecting parental decisions. I begin with the symbolic frame, the most influential frame
in influencing parent choice and later satisfaction.
The Symbolic Frame
“The symbolic frame interprets and illuminates the basic issues of meaning and
belief that makes symbols so powerful. It depicts a world far different from canons of
rationality, certainty, and linearity” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 247). The underlying
assumption of the symbolic frame involves the importance of meaning as people interact
within an organization or institution. “What is most important is not what happens but
what it means” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 254). In times of uncertainty, individuals
create their own meaning based on their past experiences. Finally, “culture forms the
superglue that bonds an organization, unites people, and helps an enterprise accomplish
desired results” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 254).
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) symbolic frame provides context to understand the
strong perception of the Anytown Public Schools within the greater community.
Suburban school districts have traditionally in the past served a predominately middleclass population of students (Freeman, 2010). Generally speaking, these students tended
to be high achieving and came from actively engaged families who were supportive of
schools. Families exercised the first, and still to this day most profound, type of school
choice: residential school choice (Green et al., 2010). Middle-class families flocked to
suburban communities such as Anytown to gain access to good neighborhoods and
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schools. The symbolic perception of the Anytown Public Schools as a high-achieving
school district drew people to the community, and this view was reinforced over time by
parent perceptions of quality and the positive reputation earned by the school district.
Once settled in Anytown, parents reported shaping their perceptions of schools in
formal ways, such as interactions with other parents through their participation in school
district-supported Early Childhood Family Classes (ECFE) or in less formal ways
through conversations with parents and community members at neighborhood
playgrounds. Parents learned about the school system through stories. Bolman and Deal
(2013) emphasized stories as a central theme of the symbolic frame. “Stories, like folk or
fairy tales, offer more than entertainment or moral instruction for small children. They
grant comfort, assurance, direction, and hope to people of all ages” (Bolman & Deal,
2013, p. 253).
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) emphasis on the importance of stories also explains the
impact of social networks (Lauen, 2007; Schneider et al., 1997) in parents’ school search
process. Studies of active school choosing families found they relied on connections
within their social networks to identify a “choice set” (Bell, 2009) of possible school
options for their children. The stories, told through parents’ interactions with their peers,
influenced their perception of their assigned neighborhood school program. Helen, a
choice parent, explained why she initially toured FAME: “We had heard lots of good
things about FAME and just . . . and [at] the playground, [and] at the store, it just kept
hitting us across the head, so we did check it out.”
Families encountered stories “deeply rooted in the human experience” (Bolman &
Deal, 2013, p. 254). Stories shared through social networks also caused parents to search
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for an alternative school. Boris said, “It [assigned neighborhood program] was gaining, I
think a bad reputation in our eyes where we started to look for other options.” As was the
case for Boris and nine other participants, interactions within their social networks led
them to feel compelled to seek a choice option for their children.
In the case of the Mary and her peers, the reputation of the Anytown Public
Schools as a strong school system held true. These perceptions related to a positive
school “culture,” a key component of the symbolic frame. Culture is defined as “beliefs,
values, practices, and artifacts that seem to work” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 278).
The symbolic frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) also provides more clarity
surrounding active school choosing families routinely reporting higher levels of
satisfaction with their children’s school experience, a finding in other studies involving
school choice (Hausman & Goldring, 2000; Howe et al., 2001; Wohlsetter et al., 2008).
High levels of satisfaction for FAME families were similarly found in the most recent
satisfaction survey conducted by the Anytown Public Schools. In a question concerning
the quality of the total education program, 94.6% of FAME families indicated a high
level of satisfaction, as compared to a satisfaction rate of 89.3% district-wide. When
asked to evaluate their level of pride and community spirit, FAME families reported a
satisfaction rate of 96.6% as compared to a collective rate of 90.4% in all Anytown
schools. Interestingly, FAME families reported higher rates of satisfaction than the
district-wide average on all but one of the 30 success indicators.
FAME fostered a strong school culture with a the community feeling for both
students and families by providing ample opportunities for families to be actively
engaged in their children’s education. A strong alignment of values existed between
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active choosing FAME families and their “family peers” within the FAME community.
When analyzed through a symbolic lens, FAME’s ability to leverage beliefs, values, and
practices (Bolman & Deal, 2013), all key components of the symbolic frame, explained
the high approval rating of FAME by parents in the school community.
While the symbolic frame addresses meaning, the political frame introduces the
importance of power and its effects on school choice. I next explain why families
exercised school choice options using Bolman and Deal’s (2013) political frame.
The Political Frame
The political frame puts “power and conflict at the center of organizational
decision-making” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 204). It “does not blame politics on
individual characteristics such as selfishness, myopia, or incompetence. Instead, it
proposed that interdependence, divergent interests, scarcity, and power relations spawn
political activity” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 188). In the case of school choice, the
essence of the issue pertains to the idea that “power relations inevitably spawn political
activity” (p. 188).
Bolman and Deal (2013) described multiple sources of power. They include the
following: positional power (authority); control of rewards; coercive power; information
and expertise; reputation; personal power; alliances and networks; access and control of
agendas; and framing: control of meaning and symbols (pp. 203-204). Parents seeking a
choice school experience for their children did so through their ability to access
“information and expertise” to effectively navigate the choice school process. “Power
flows to those with the information and know-how to solve important problems” (Bolman
& Deal, 2013, p. 197). The ultimate goal of active choosing families involved giving
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their children greater power through their access to and enrollment in a high performing
elementary school experience.
As the population in some of Anytown’s neighborhood schools became more
diverse, the parents’ view of the school as a high performing school lessened. Factors
affecting this change involved perception of school quality. Parents believed the needs of
diverse learners took teacher attention away from academic rigor, and declining scores on
proficiency-based state assessments confirmed their assumptions. Parents hoped to
increase their children’s “expert” and “referent” power (French & Raven as cited in
Bolman & Deal, 2013), allowing their children to compete in future educational and
employment markets. Forming associations with “desirable” and influential students and
families expanded educational and social capital. Parents wished their children to
associate with and emulate peers/families with similar educational values and
accomplishments, and exercised school choice to enhance their opportunities.
For the remaining participants, their loss of faith in the local school system
coincided with a “suburbanization of poverty” (Freeman, 2010, p. 677). The spread of
poverty outside the urban core profoundly affected many suburban communities,
including Anytown. As Anytown’s demographics changed, some neighborhoods became
more racially and socio-economically diverse, a characteristic viewed as less desirable by
some participants. As a result, perceptions of the quality of a neighborhood school
lessened due to increased educational needs of a diverse population, struggling with
learning a new language or living in poverty. As a result, more families searched for
elementary school programs outside of their neighborhood communities to achieve a
“desirable social composition.”
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In this study a more “desirable school composition” meant fewer diverse students.
Parents exercised choice to associate themselves and their children in a “better
neighborhood” with a mix of fewer diverse and poor students. Earlier studies revealed
families placed great importance on choosing a school with a desirable social
composition (Glazerman, 1997; Henig, 1990; Schneider & Buckley, 2002; Weiher &
Tedin, 2002). Parents in this study more often made reference to socio-economic status,
perhaps as a way to avoid discussions concerning race and poverty. Weiher and Tedin
(2002) found parents reluctant to admit race as a factor in choice: “Though almost no one
in this sample will say it is important to them that their children attend schools with
children of the same race, race is a powerful predictor of the school children” (p. 91).
Regardless of their rationale for choosing, all of the active school choosing
parents relied on personal power and their ability to leverage networks and alliances to
effectively “work through a complex network of individuals and group” (Bolman & Deal,
2013, p. 198) to find the best fit for their children’s elementary school experience. When
I interviewed racially and ethnically diverse participants, the notion of leveraging power
to seek educational advantage for their children was even more pronounced. Anwar
recalled his first impression of his children’s home school: “The only thing we were
interested [in] was good treatment . . . and a lot of different ethnic down there, that’s why
this one [FAME] was more stable, that’s why we came here.” Diverse participants
sought an educational advantage for their children by using their ability to leverage
“information and expertise” as a form of power to gain an advantage for their children in
similar ways as White parents (Bolman & Deal, 2013).
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The findings in this study are contrary to Henig’s (1990) study of choice in
Montgomery County, Maryland. Henig found both White and diverse people choose
schools where their children were less likely to be socio-economically or racially
isolated. FAME parents focused on selecting a good school (educational quality) in a
good neighborhood (a safe school), seeking an educational choice with other families
possessing similar values. They did not seek diversity in a school setting.
Racially and ethnically diverse participants most often based their decisions on
their desire to place their children in a less diverse, safer environment to gain educational
advantages for their children. Parents of diverse students thought their children already
possessed sufficient cultural experience with diverse populations in their neighborhood
and community, and based their choice on educational quality and safety.
The political frame explains why FAME families felt a strong commitment to
their school. “At every level in organizations, alliances form because members have
interests in common and believe they can do more together than apart” (Bolman & Deal,
2013, p. 195). Parents continually expressed a belief that actively engaged parents were
more than likely to produce higher achieving students. Grace’s comment provides
perspective, “I wanted to see how the parents were involved because I feel like as a
whole, if the parents are really involved the kids are always going to do better in school,
they’re going to be there to hold them [students] accountable.”
Boris’s explanation provided additional context, “I think you get a slightly more
focused group of students, or families if you will, that attend schools of choice because of
the engagement of parents.” Alliances formed between school-choosing families based
on their strong commitment to FAME School for the Performing Arts. These alliances
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were based on common interests, and, when combined with the desire for their children
to receive the best education possible, undoubtedly contributed to FAME’s high levels of
parent satisfaction.
The political frame also provides a broader perspective regarding some of the
unintended consequences of school choice. The political frame places “scarce resources
and enduring differences at the center of day-to-day dynamics” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p.
189). Helen shared an uncomfortable interaction with a neighbor who was upset over her
decision to not send her children to the neighborhood elementary school. “But I did have
a parent . . . she did knock on my door and she was visibly upset that I was not sending
my kids to [home school].” Once enrolled, FAME families commented about their
frustration with regards to being described as “elitist.” Susan described the social
consequence of school choice within a community, saying, “Well there is a stigma and
I’m sure you’ve heard it – about FAME. We’re a White flight school and we’re a bunch
of snobs.”
When analyzed through a political lens, both frustrations appear to stem from
non-choosing parents’ concerns over “scarce resources and enduring differences”
(Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 189). In the school setting the scarce resources may be
described as students attending a less diverse school with fewer resources devoted to
supporting disadvantaged students or disruptions in the school environment. The scare
resource involved opportunities for interaction between and among students and families
perceived to be committed to their education and members of actively engaged,
supportive families. The “enduring differences” between school choice parents and
community members resulted in a social stigma placed school choosers. Others in the
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community disagreed over the need for a specialized program at the elementary school
setting, likely a response to differences in values and declining support for neighborhood
schools.
Families used their social and cultural capital to leverage resources in hopes of
putting their children into the best school possible. Scholarly literature defined “active
school choosers” (Bulman, 2004; Noreisch, 2006) as parents who pursued options outside
of their assigned neighborhood school. “Higher status individuals are most likely to be
exposed to more and better information about schools that they gather ‘on the cheap’ as
part of their interactions with more highly informed and more highly educated
discussants” (Schneider et al., 1997, p. 1220). Most often active school choosers were
middle- and upper-middle-class White families who were more often than not better
educated than their non-choosing peers (Lauen, 2007; Martinez et al., 1994; Phillips et
al., 2012).
A third of the participants in this study would be considered racially or ethnically
diverse. Diverse parents in this study exercised choice; their decisions matched the
growing trend of racially, ethnically and socio-economically diverse parents participating
in the school choice (Grady & Bielick, 2010; Manno, 2010; NCES, 2010).
Families exercised school choice to place their children in a higher quality school
located in a middle class neighborhood. They wished to avoid enrolling their children in
a school perceived as increasingly diverse and challenged with more students and
families living in poverty. Parents equated these factors as causing unsafe conditions for
students, and teachers spending less time on academic and more time managing
disruptive students. Their decision created conflict among neighbors and attacks from
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community members. Interpreting these decisions through the political frame showed
how “power relations inevitably spawn political activity” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 188),
and describes the actions and responses of parents within the public school system who
exercise choice. As neighborhood schools became more diverse, power relations became
more prevalent as parents worked to obtain an educational advantage for their children in
Anytown Schools.
The political frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) explained how parents used various
sources of power to seek educational advantages for their children, knowing a good
education served as a ticket to the good life. The human resource frame sheds light on
the development of the full person and education as both an individual and social good. I
describe this next.
The Human Resource Frame
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) human resource frame is based on people and their
development. It “emphasizes understanding people, their strengths and foibles, reasons
and emotions, desires and fears” (p. 21). Foremost is the understanding of needs as an
essential component in human development. Bolman and Deal (2013) used Maslow’s
“Hierarchy of Needs” to explain an individual’s need to satisfy physiological needs, and
experience safety, love/belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualization, a view “widely
accepted and enormously influential in managerial practice” (p. 122).
Beyond the developmental and ongoing needs of individuals, the human resource
frame describes the relationship between people and organizations (Bolman & Deal,
2013). Organizations and people are interdependent, and when a good fit occurs both
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prosper. “Individuals find meaningful and satisfying work, and organizations get the
talent and energy they need to succeed” (p. 117). The decisions of school choice parents
may be interpreted using this frame. A good fit between the individual (active choosing
families) and organization (FAME School for the Performing Arts) benefits both parties.
When viewed from a human resource frame, a good education ensures individual
students develop their full potential and later use this potential to lead quality lives as
productive members of society. Active choosing parents believed gaining access to the
best education possible provided their children with an opportunity to fully develop their
potential. Parents’ need for their children to attend a safe and high quality school helped
them make the choice and overcome obstacles, including criticism from their neighbors
and the loss of attending a neighborhood school. This finding agrees with earlier studies.
Parents routinely reported based schooling decisions with their children’s best interests in
mind (Bulman, 2004; Lacierno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008).
While a good option in their neighborhood was available for five families, the
desire for an even better education caused them to exercise their option and choose a
different school. Mary commented, “We had a choice between a great school and a great
school.” Parents searched for options outside of their neighborhood because of the
opportunity to choose. For example, Isabella explained why she took advantage of
school choice:
Well I felt like I was lucky to be able to have the opportunity to look around. I’ve
heard that there are some districts where you can’t do that, and so I felt like I
owed it to myself to check out the various schools and see what they offer and
which one was the best fit for us.
For the remaining ten families who reported having less faith in their
neighborhood school, choice afforded them the opportunity to seek educational
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advantage for their children by escaping the neighborhood school and seeking a better
life with opportunities for development through school choice. This move allowed them
to gain the educational, social and cultural capital needed for future success by making a
strategic move during their children’s elementary school years.
In essence, a good “fit” (Bolman & Deal, 2013) was present between the active
school choosing families and the FAME community. This fit was based on shared values
and FAME’s ability to “respond to individual desires” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 118).
In this case, families’ desire for the best learning experience for their children made
FAME feel like the school was a part of parents’ extended family. The family sees the
child as an individual in need of nurturing and helps children develop at a pace consistent
with their growth and interest. Because the human resource frame assumes the most
important asset in any organization involves people and their development, this frame fits
with parent values and goals for their children’s education.
A good education secures opportunities for students to excel as they learn and
also prepares students for their future success in K-12 education, college, and a career.
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) human resource frame provides context between the
relationship of the individual (students and parents) and the organization (school) to
better understand both the parents’ need to participate in school and students’ “need” for
a high quality educational experience to achieve their full potential.
The human resource frame provides additional understanding regarding why
FAME parents reported high levels of satisfaction. Parents routinely referenced FAME’s
feeling when describing their school selection experience. Feeling was most often
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attributed to the strong sense of community FAME, something FAME School fostered
for both students and families.
Parents searched for program with a community feeling for adults as well as their
children for comfort and also opportunities for growth through their association with
others. Parents volunteered and were actively involved in school-based activities, like the
PTSA. The emphasis on community resonated with active choosing parents due to their
desire for a safe, secure educational experience for their children and their participation in
the elementary school experience.
Parents viewed the school as an extension of the family system and believed the
school should foster the full development of their children’s potential now and in the
future. The school’s community feeling represented a great environment for learning
with individual students and families viewed as members in the school.
I end my frame analysis of parental decision making by interpreting the school
choice experience through Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural frame next.
Structural Frame
The structural frame views organizations as places to achieve goals and objectives
and “looks beyond individuals to examine the social architecture of work” (Bolman &
Deal, 2013, p. 66). Bolman and Deal (2013) argued organizational structures either
enhance or constrain an organization’s effectiveness. There is no perfect organization
structure. Rather, organizations must create structures based on “prevailing
circumstances and considering an organization’s goals, strategies, technology, people and
environment” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 67). Two structural tensions need to be
considering when creating organizational structures (Bolman & Deal, 2013). The first
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tension pertains to the differentiation or the allocation of the work, and the second
involves integration or “how to coordinate diverse efforts after parceling out
responsibilities” (p. 67).
A structural frame analysis (Bolman & Deal, 2013) of suburban choice school
provides greater understanding to the barriers involved in making a school choice, and
later the problems in managing this choice and its consequences once parents elected this
option for their children. Structural challenge included inconveniences, such access to
information and transportation, and proximity to the school.
Prior to enrollment, one structural factor affecting choice involved getting good
information about options—knowing an option even existed. Isabella, reflected on the
school choice decision-making process and the need for school leaders to educate others
regarding the choice program. “Well I think it’s about awareness. If people make you
aware of what’s available to you, like I said I went to three schools - I don’t know if the
Latino parents know that they have options.”
Another structural concern (Bolman & Deal, 2013) pertained to parents’ ability to
navigate the application and school transfer process. Earlier on, I provided an overview
of the demographic characteristics of parents who generally exercise choice in public
settings. Most often active school choosers were middle and upper-middle-class White
families who were more often better educated than their non-choosing peers (Lauen,
2007; Martinez et al., 1994; Phillips et al., 2012). If parents wished to access an
educational advantage for their children, they needed to effectively navigate the choice
school enrollment process. This structural consideration gave access to those with the
resources to be actively engaged in their children’s educational experience and left others
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behind in their assigned neighborhood school program without knowledge about options
and the system.
Two “convenience factors” affected parents’ decision to enroll and required
resolution prior to making their decision. The first was transportation. “And
transportation was key. If arts and no transportation, that decision . . . there isn’t a
decision at that point,” stated Rick. The Anytown Public Schools provided transportation
for FAME students from all parts of the city, thus easing this potential structural concern.
The second convenience factor pertained to the central proximity of FAME within
the surrounding community. Parents appreciated the location of FAME School within
the district. Findings from this study confirmed findings from earlier studies regarding
the importance placed on geographic location (Fowler-Finn, 1994; Theobold, 2005). Not
only was FAME centrally located, but also the school site was in a desirable and safe
neighborhood. Jonathan described how structural barriers affect school choice: “I think
for us if the school were in a neighborhood that did not feel safe for us, no matter how
much we liked the school or the people, it may affect whether or not we chose to go
there.”
The Anytown Public Schools addressed structural issues, such as providing
transportation, and in doing so made FAME a realistic and desirable option or families.
The structural barriers described required acceptance or resolution by parents prior to
enrolling their children in a choice program. Once parents enrolled their children in
FAME school, other factors affected parents as well.
Parents also reported challenges based on a lack of convenience once their
children were enrolled at FAME. The challenges included less personal relationships
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with families within their immediate neighborhood, and scheduling play dates with
friends from different neighborhoods in Anytown and other communities. Parents
choosing to send their children to FAME School for the Performing Arts choose quality
over convenience. Some structural barriers, such as transportation and proximity were
minimized, while other barriers represented ongoing challenges. Parents considered
structural challenges as less important than the educational advantages provided by
attending a higher performing school in a more desirable neighborhood.
As suburban populations become more diverse, choice programming became
more widespread in public education (Tice et al., 2006). At first blush it may appear
advantageous for the Anytown Public Schools to support choice options for families.
Choice programming gives families the opportunity to pursue a differentiated program
and responds to society’s desire for competition by offering educational options for
families. Bolman and Deal’s (2013) structural frame provides a deeper understanding of
the structural barriers preventing school choice for some disadvantaged families,
inconveniences that must be overcome prior to enrollment, and also continuing barriers
encountered after students were enrolled the FAME School for the Performing Arts.
Two additional theories apply to my study. The first concerns Dewey’s
(1900,1916,1934) philosophy of education as it applies to the educational philosophy and
program offered by the FAME School for the Performing Arts. Dewey’s philosophy
concerned the nature of education, its value as an individual and social good, and the
importance of arts in education. Dewey’s (1900,1916,1934) theory is compatible with
assumptions and views related to Bolman and Deal’s (2013) human resource (developing
potential) and symbolic frames (learning in a community).
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A second theory, Critical Pedagogy (see, for example Apple, 1993,1995,2006)
examines the political ramifications of school choice, and how it continues privilege for
advantaged groups and adversely affects disadvantaged individuals and communities not
participating school choice programming. Critical pedagogy relates to the political frame
(Bolman & Deal, 2013) due to the competition for scare resources (in this case, a good
school). The human resource frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) concerns opportunities to
develop full potential, something experienced more often by those exercising school
choice than those without access to a good education for their children.
Next, I describe how these final two theories provide interpret my findings with
regard to the nature and value of education and the effect of school choice on individuals
and society.
Dewey’s Philosophy of Education
Dewey’s philosophy of education (1900,1916,1934) emphasized the benefits of
strong educational systems to empower citizens and strengthen communities. Dewey
viewed education as the foundation for a strong, vibrant community. Education was the
first and most important moral imperative of communities (Dewey as cited in Noddings,
1998). “What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, that must the
community want for all of its children” (Dewey, 1900, p. 7). The creation of educated
citizens had a reciprocal positive impact on society due to the potential for social progress
and reform led by an educated populace (Dewey, 1900).
Dewey championed the goals of progressive education and argued schools were
social institutions (Dewey, 1900). Dewey believed many of problems in education were
caused by neglecting to view schools as an extension of community-life (Dewey, 1938).
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As a result, Dewey was adamant about the instrumental role of teachers in a progressive
educational experience.
A primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be aware of the general
principle of the shaping of actual experience by environing conditions, but that
they also recognize in the concrete what surroundings are conducive to having
experiences that lead to growth. (p. 40)
All participants described the value of community, consistent with Dewey’s philosophy
pertaining to the role of school in communities.
A surprising finding: even though FAME was an art-infused choice school, only a
few parents described the arts emphasis as reason for selecting the school. This may be
explained by the fact that the FAME school adopted an arts-infused curriculum only
recently, causing fewer parents to describe the arts as the reason for exercising school
choice. Mary even wondered if she would have selected a school with an arts emphasis:
“And when we chose FAME they were not an arts integration school. Had they been one,
I don’t think we would have considered it because that’s not [son’s] strength.”
Instead of “academic/arts programming,” parents more often referred to
“academic quality” as a factor in their decision-making process. A major criticism
directed towards Dewey’s work involved his avoidance of politics and his lack of
connection between education and other structures within society (Noddings, 1998). A
major concern with school choice programming concerns the desire to seek and maintain
power, privilege, and advantage through school choice, leaving disadvantaged families
behind (Cobb & Glass, 2009; Falbo et al., 2005; Holme & Richards, 2009; Mickelson et
al., 2008; Minow, 2011). Critical pedagogy (Apple, 1993,1995,2006) emphasizes the
effects of choice programming on disadvantaged families and communities, a troubling
concern regarding school choice and social justice.
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Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy is a philosophy of education and social movement that
combines education with critical theory (Kanpol, 1999; Noddings, 1998). “Proponents of
critical pedagogy understand that every dimension of schooling and every form of
educational practice are politically contested spaces” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 2). Beyond the
notion of education as inherently political, critical pedagogy is grounded on a social and
educational vision of justice and equality, and dedicated to the alleviation of human
suffering (Kincheloe, 2005). Critical pedagogy investigates how race, class, and gender
affects educational access and advantage and insists educators understand the relationship
between schools, society and justice, and how to best serve students as a result this
knowledge (Kincheloe, 2005). In essence, critical pedagogy “refers to the means and
methods that test and hope to change the structures of schools that allow inequalities and
social injustices” (Kanpol, 1999, p. 27).
Apple (1993,1995,2006) viewed educational systems as political in nature. This
view emphasizes cultural struggle and the role institutions play in creating and then
recreating inequalities. “They [cultural struggles] are not substitutes for action on the
economy; but they count and they count in institutions throughout society” (Apple, 2009,
p. 240). Apple (1996) argued “dominant groups in society come together to form a bloc
and sustain leadership over subordinate groups” (p. 14). One method for achieving this is
through redefining democracy as an economic instead of a political concept (Apple,
1995). With this new reality, the focus becomes on the needs of the individual, or the
consumer, rather than on the needs of the common good.
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Adopting a view of schools as political in nature also includes viewing individuals
as people in the system working to maintain their power (Apple,1995). A chief criticism
on public education concerns the “reproduction theory in education,” a theory advancing
the idea that schools maintain differences in power and opportunities (Apple, 2013). “It
has increased our sensitivity to the important role of schools – and the overt and covert
knowledge within them – play in reproducing a stratified social order that remains
strikingly unequal by class, gender, and race” (Apple, 2013, p. 9). Instead of schools
being conduits of change and leveling the playfield for all, regardless of race, class and
gender, schools instead reinforce differences in power and privilege due to the quality of
education offered and access to educational resources. School choice leads to increased
social stratification on students and families (Cobb & Glass, 2009; Howe et al, 2001).
Critical pedagogy theory sheds doubt on school choice as a meaningful reform in
public education. Apple drew connections between education and all parts of society,
criticizing schools for being organized by class interests and not purely for the needs of
individuals (Noddings, 1998). Compounding this concern involves the use of school
choice as yet another school reform “having hidden effects that are more than a little
problematic” (Apple, 2009, p. 241).
Whether the initial purpose is regulated or unregulated choice (Cobb & Glass,
2009,) the end result is that school choice programming promotes the ideals of a
consumer-driven economy; parents described consumer choice in my study. On one side,
Mary simply stated, “You’ve got people shopping for schools,” as a response to a
question posed about any unintended consequences of school choice. Ruth, a lifelong
Anytown resident and vocal supporter of both FAME and the Anytown Public Schools,
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implored the school district to take a more aggressive “consumer driven” approach when
developing future programming. This mentality highlights Apple’s (2013) concern
regarding the reproduction theory in education where “educational systems may serve
less as the engines of democracy and equality than many of us would like” (p. 9).
Apple’s (1993,1995,2006) critical pedagogy explains the connection of school
choice and social stratification found in other studies reporting similar results (Cobb &
Glass, 2009; Falbo et al., 2005; Holme & Richards, 2009; Mickelson et al., 2008; Minow,
2011; Schneider & Teske, 1997; Wohlsetter et al., 2008). Howe et al. (2001) presented
school choice as a “zero-sum game” (p. 144), after completing an analysis of the Boulder
Valley School District (BVSD) and their implementation of choice programming. Howe
et al. argued choice programming led to increased levels of stratification along racial,
ethnic, and socio-economic status lines.
When analyzed through a lens of critical pedagogy, choice programming in the
suburban setting allowed families already in power to use school choice to retain
advantage due to their ability to navigate the choice process. This is supported in
literature regarding the general characteristics of “active school choosers” (Bulman,
2004; Noreisch, 2006). The active choosers were often middle- and upper-middle-class
White families, often better educated than their non-choosing peers (Lauen, 2007;
Martinez et al., 1994; Phillips et al., 2012).
Less advantaged families in this study reported leveraging school choice to seek
refuge in what they perceived to be a better school within a better neighborhood. An
unheard voice in studies of school choice involves members of marginalized groups, who
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reside in less desirable neighborhoods and often attend lower performing schools. These
students and their families lack access to educational quality.
Critics of school choice as a means of meaningful school reform describe the
problems and injustice associated from increased social stratification (Goyette, 2008).
For some of the FAME parents, this was intentional as they worked to seek an
educational advantage for their children and escape the limitations of their assigned
neighborhood school. Others took advantage of an opportunity provided to them by the
Anytown Public Schools to change from a good to a great school. They reported a
comfort level with their assigned neighborhood school program but chose to take
advantage of an option given to them where convenience factors such as transportation
and proximity had already been addressed.
Regardless of their impetus for choosing, the end result is some degree of
increased social stratification in the neighborhood school communities, as high achieving
students and actively engaged families leave their neighborhood school for the
educational advantages offered by the FAME School for the Performing Arts, and
upwardly mobile and disadvantaged families join them.
Summary
Bolman and Deal’s (2013) frame-theory helps to analyze and interpret families’
school choice experiences through symbolic, political, human resource, and structural
frames. The symbolic frame sheds light on the impact of perceptions attracting families
to Anytown and then to FAME School for the Performing Arts. A community feeling
and positive school culture resulted in high levels of parent satisfaction.
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The political frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) revealed how families leveraged their
political and social capital to secure a better educational experience for their children
based on their view of the FAME as a quality school. The political frame also exposed
some unintended consequences of choice affecting parents and children. Accusations of
elitism levied against FAME families, likely stemming from competition for scarce
resources for neighborhood schools in some communities, created a social stigma for
choice families.
The human resource frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) affirmed education as a basic
need for active choosing families with the goal helping children achieve their full
potential. Structural analysis (Bolman & Deal, 2013) revealed the barriers that must be
overcome prior to enrollment and those experienced after families made the choice to
enroll their children at FAME. Most importantly, the structural frame reinforced the
emphasis active school choosing families placed on seeking educational advantage for
their children, even though inconveniences may result due to a families’ decision to
attend a school outside of their immediate neighborhood.
Dewey’s philosophy of education (1900,1916,1934) concerning community and
learning in a social environment, offers a way to interpret academic quality as a primary
factor in the decision-making process. Parents described their alignment with their
values and the education offered by FAME. This belief, first presented in the Bolman
and Deal’s (2013) symbolic and human resource frame referred to the emphasis parents
placed on education as an investment for their children. They chose FAME School for
the Performing Arts because they deemed it as the best, most secure school for their
children’s elementary school experience. Interestingly, parents placed less emphasis on
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FAME’s arts-infused curriculum, which Dewey advocated as one method to foster a
progressive educational experience. Parents’ emphasis on community resonated with
Dewey’s (1900) belief that education was a social process.
Critical pedagogy examined the political consequences of choice programming
through the exercise of power within a highly contested environment (Apple,
1993,1995,2006). Active school choosing parents maintained their power by leveraging
their access to information and educational experience to provide their children with what
they believed to be the best public school education possible. Those with power used it,
some sought power through school choice, and lastly, some stayed behind in less
desirable neighborhood and schools. In the final chapter, I summarize my findings,
describe implications, and make recommendations for future research related to school
choice school in suburban settings.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
I examined the decisions of families choosing to send their elementary-aged
children to FAME school for the Performing Arts rather than their assigned neighborhood
school. I feel indebted to the fifteen active school choosing parents for their candor in
describing their school choice stories with me. As a result, I learned why and how
parents conducted their search process and also their level of satisfaction with their
choice school experiences.
My research goal was to provide valuable information to suburban public school
leaders to help them develop 21st-century programmatic offering for students and
families. These offerings require balancing the desire for more choice school options
from families with the demands placed on school systems to serve all students with the
resources available. In this final chapter, I summarize my findings, describe the
implications of these findings, offer recommendations for professional practice, and
finally present several options for future research regarding the topic of school choice in
suburban public education settings.
Summary
A majority of active school choosing parents decided to live in Anytown in large
part due to the reputation of the local school system. Once settled in the community,
formal and less formal interactions within social networks (Lauen, 2007; Schneider et al.,
1997) influenced their perception of individual elementary schools within the school
system. Convenience factors, mainly proximity and transportation, were important
considerations for a majority of the active choosing families. Parents reported
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formalizing the search process after touring individual schools within their “choice sets”
(Bell, 2009) and meeting with representatives from the various programs.
Two groups of parents emerged from my research. One group of ten parents felt
compelled to explore an alternative option other than their assigned neighborhood
program. The remaining five families expressed more comfort with their home school
option, but chose to take advantage of a school district-sponsored elementary school
program as a better fit their children’s needs.
Parents most often reported basing their decisions on their desire to enhance their
children’s academic and social experiences. FAME School for the Performing Arts
offered an arts-infused curricular focus, but few parents described the arts as the reason
for their choice. They sought a good educational program in a safe school. Parents
described the advantages of their children attending a school with greater resources and
fewer demands placed on teachers to serve students with higher needs, such as students
requiring language support or living in poverty.
All of the parents I interviewed expressed high levels of satisfaction with their
family’s experience at FAME. Satisfaction was based on a strong sense of community at
FAME School. Parents felt their positive involvement in the school contributed to their
high approval rating. A second contributing factor to parents’ satisfaction was the sense
of a shared value system between the choosing families and the FAME community.
Parents valued involvement in the FAME community and volunteered in the school.
Educational quality also surfaced as a theme contributing to parents’ overall high levels
of satisfaction.
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Several hindrances to satisfaction were uncovered. These occurred prior to
families beginning their experience at FAME and also once their children were enrolled.
Frustrations ranged from mundane concerns, such as internal self-doubt about whether or
not parents made the correct decisions or encounters with neighbors upset with the
parents’ decision to seek an educational program outside of the neighborhood. The most
serious frustrations stemmed from accusations of elitism, largely concerning differences
with regard to class, race, and ethnicity. Despite these frustrations, parents reported high
levels of satisfaction with multiple participants reporting increasing rates of satisfaction
over time.
I next explore the implications of choice programs, specifically regarding choice
options in suburban school districts.
Implications
Suburban school districts have for the first time become racially, ethnically, and
socio-economically diverse (Freeman, 2010; Kneebone et al., 2011). As a result, school
choice options have entered the world of suburban public education (Henig, 1990;
Minow, 2011) and altered the reality of public school education. Competition to attract
and retain students is now very much a part of public education.
Student attendance patterns over the past several decades show an increasing
number of families choosing choice programs within public education rather than staying
with their assigned program (Green et al., 2010; Lacireno-Paquet & Brantley, 2008).
Attendance in an assigned public school declined from 79.9% in 1993 to 73.2% in 2007
(Tice et al., 2006). Regarding “chosen” public schools, participation levels increased
from 11.0% in 1993 to 15.4% in 2003 and finally to 15.5% in 2007 (Tice et al., 2006).
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During this same window there was only a slight increase in the percentage of students
participating in church- and non-church-related private education (Tice et al., 2006).
These statistics quantify the school choice movement in public education and signify a
new era where competition for students is the reality for school systems.
School choice, regardless of whether it is regulated or unregulated, is often
deemed as a favorable, initial endeavor for schools and school districts to pursue.
Advocates for unregulated choice in public education promote choice as the primary
means for strengthening stagnant public education systems. Supporters contend that by
adhering to market-based economic principles, schools would run more efficiently and
the competition for students would force all schools to improve.
Those promoting regulated school choice provide a different rationale for their
justification of choice school programing. Without question, the greatest negative
implication of school choice is the potential for increased social stratification (Cobb &
Glass, 2009; Goyette, 2008). My study demonstrated families rely on social networks as
the primary means for families to gather information regarding schools (Lauren, 2007;
Schneider et al., 1997). Income and level of education are predictors in the effectiveness
of social networks (Schneider et al., 1997) to develop choice sets (Bell, 2009) of school
options for families to consider. Due to the fact choice sets vary based on a families’
income level and past educational experiences, it is important to examine how school
choice may increase class differences and take measures to ensure a more diverse
population in choice schools.
Due to the marketization of the economy by individuals in power, education is
now seen as an individual rather than a social good (Apple, 1995). Active school
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choosing parents then act out of their own self-interest to ensure a high quality education
for their children with little regard to the role of education as a social good, critical to the
development of strong communities.
I next provide several recommendations for professional practice. I base these
recommendations on the assumption school districts offer a traditional model of
neighborhood school programs, where elementary students are assigned to programs
based on their place of residency.
Recommendations for Professional Practice
In a new era of public education where school choice exists in various forms,
suburban school districts have, or will be tempted to, alter their school offerings to
include school choice options starting at the elementary school level. I offer
recommendations to suburban school district leaders interested in implementing choice
options, advise for leaders within choice school programs, and make recommendations to
leaders of all schools, regardless of whether or not their charge is supporting a choice
school program.
Recommendations for District Leadership
Suburban school district leaders interested in implementing choice need to have a
firm understanding of the history of school choice in public education, including an
understanding of why both regulated and unregulated options were developed. This
foundational understanding informs leaders who choose to develop choice options based
on their district’s specific needs to provide safeguards against potential pitfalls of choice,
specifically increases in social stratification.
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Once district leaders know this history of choice and its potential positive and
negative consequences, they can start to identify and develop choice options attracting
diverse families to a variety of educational programs. Schools must provide good
information to all families, including those who typically do not know about choice and
do not exercise their options to participate in it because they lack knowledge of the
system.
Several options may be considered at the elementary level, including language
immersion program; artful learning; Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math
(STEM), to name just a few options. Ideally, choice programs would be developed
through community participation. At the same time, it is important to remember choice
must be authentic, and in doing so, truly differentiate the programmatic offerings for
students and families. Authentic choice and uniformly excellent schools reduces the
opportunity for families to use school district-sponsored choice as strictly a means to
escape from perceived under-performing schools.
Several factors need to be taken into consideration to offer choice programs,
including transportation and the location of the program within the greater community.
District policies and procedures need updating to reflect the change in programmatic
offerings. Proximity within the community is a paramount consideration. Many of the
active school choosers appreciated the central location of the FAME School for the
Performing Arts as a primary factor in their decision-making process. They selected
FAME because it was located in a desirable, safe neighborhood. Transportation
accessible to all students is also of utmost importance. Simply stated, public school
districts cannot provide choice programs until first ensuring all families, regardless of
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economic factors, have access to the district’s choice offerings. As a result,
transportation needs to be made available form all points within the community.
Choice programs must be part of a long-range implementation plan. Several
questions will need to be addressed to maintain the overall health of a district-sponsored
choice program working in collaboration with traditional neighborhood school programs.
These questions include:
1. Does the choice program foster increased diversity and opportunities for
historically disadvantaged groups?
2. Will innovation funds be developed to help foster programming? If so, how much
money will be dedicated and for how long?
3. How will choice options be communicated to families? An initial plan will need
to be developed, and include ongoing communication regarding choice
programming.
4. How will families express an interest in a particular choice program?
5. What limitations, if any, will be placed on the number of students who leave a
particular neighborhood school program? If limitations are set, will these be
based on a particular number of students at each grade level or a total number of
students from a particular neighborhood school?
6. How will the school district ensure the choice program is continually
differentiated from neighborhood school programs?
7. Once choice is implemented, how will the school district handle additional
requests for choice programming that may arise from staff and families?
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School district leaders, along with support from the local school board of education, share
the introduction of choice to the community in suburban school systems. After initial,
large-scale decisions are made, the locus of control then becomes shared with the choice
school community.
Recommendations for Choice School Leaders
Leaders must be thoughtful throughout the implementation of school choice to
ensure the program is done with fidelity and social stratification within the community is
minimized. Foremost, a communication plan must be developed for all stakeholders; the
plan should clearly articulate the goals and reasons for choice. Communication practices
need to be clear, concise, and ongoing. Plans need to be developed to continually share
the choice school message from multiple venues within the community with a variety of
languages to meet the needs of an increasingly racial, ethnic, and socio-economic diverse
suburban population. By doing so, the choice option’s student population will be
representative of the population of the greater school community.
A meaningful and relevant staff development plan is also needed. This
framework would include initial training needed by staff to ensure true differentiation
from other district programs as well as a plan for continuous professional development as
changes occur in programming. Most importantly, meaningful and on-going staff
development for all staff will ensure a high quality program. These growth opportunities
help maintain the integrity of the choice program by ensuring a truly differentiated choice
exists for families.
Depending on the nature of the choice program, additional factors need to be
considered. These factors include hiring practices, especially if the choice involved a
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second language or specific skills set, changes to buildings physical structure, and the
need to develop partnerships within the greater community to support the choice focus to
name a few considerations.
General Recommendations
The stories told by the participants in this study reinforce several attributes all
schools should consider emulating. A defining theme that arose was the strong sense of
community within FAME School for the Performing Arts. This feeling of belonging was
most important to school choosers. Parents’ sense of belonging within the school
community was also a key ingredient in the decision-making process
FAME School was purposeful about developing community for all students. The
most pronounced example of this community building was the Counsel program, a
unique FAME endeavor. At the beginning of their elementary career, FAME students are
assigned to an adult staff member who then becomes their mentor throughout their
elementary school experience. Students and their Counsel peers from different grade
levels meet with their assigned staff mentor to work on thematic units. This is intended
to foster relationships across grade levels and deepen the sense of community for all.
Additionally, parents reported appreciating FAME’s intentional development of students
in leadership roles throughout the school, such as student-led parent informational tours
and the use of intermediate students to mentor the newest students into the FAME
community.
The parents also expressed a strong desire to forge meaningful relationships
within their children’s elementary school experience. FAME School for the Performing
Arts adopted several techniques to foster these connections. Foremost was FAME’s
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desire to recruit volunteers within the school community. Parents served lunch in the
lunchroom, participated in field trips with their children and classmates, and most often
volunteered in classrooms to assist both teachers and students.
A strong Parent Teacher Student Association (PTSA) was another method for
adult family members to be involved. Whereas volunteerism allowed parents to be
involved in the day-to-day happenings of their children’s education, the vibrant PTSA
gave parents the opportunity to make social connections with other FAME families. This
deepened their sense of belonging to the school community. Interestingly, in an era of
increased accountability for educational systems, often manifested through proficiencybased assessments, FAME’s ability to develop a deep sense of community was of
paramount importance to the active choosing parents.
Finally, 21st century educators must take into consideration the lessons learned
from Bolman and Deal’s (2013) symbolic frame. This is especially true for educators in
suburban settings with a more diverse population of students. As educators we must
begin to understand that symbols and the desire for meaning and connection shape
perceptions of public school systems (Bolman & Deal, 2013). In a time of increasing
changes, educators must share accurate representations of the good work happening in
schools and throughout school systems. I next describe areas for future research related
to my focus of school choice in the suburban school setting.
Recommendations for Future Research
School choice programs have altered the landscape of suburban school districts,
and undoubtedly will continue to do so in the years ahead. School choice in the suburban
setting is a relatively new phenomenon, and as a result there are many areas for future
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research that are both relevant and meaningful. More work is still needed on the reasons
why families seek choice options. As choice gains a stronger foothold in suburban
communities, it would be worthwhile to complete an in-depth analysis of active school
choosers. Specifically, more focused research needs to occur on the factors choosers of
varying socio-economic levels take into consideration when identifying schools for their
children.
A qualitative study of suburban school district leaders within successful, wellestablished choice programs would also advance the understanding of choice
programming in an increasing competitive world of public education. Finally, and most
importantly, it would be beneficial to hear the stories of choice school participants. First
of all, it would be informative to hear from staff directly involved in a choice program.
This allows others to understand how the use of choice motivates teachers, and in doing
so validates their work as professionals in helping to create high-performing schools.
Researchers also need to hear from our most important choice school participants, our
students, to understand this phenomenon from their unique vantage point.
Parents expressed a desire for educational advantage, based on their value of a
rigorous academic education and a safe school. These two enduring qualities require
consistent attention from district and school leaders – this is what parents want, and they
will overcome many obstacles to make their children gain access to a good education in a
good neighborhood.
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PURPOSE OF STUDY:

My diverse experiences as first a teacher and now as a school administrator over the past 15 years have
formed my belief that school choice will be a defining feature of school districts in the 21st century. This
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(Creswell, 2013, p. 157). Participants will be limited to parents and/or guardians who currently have a son
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or daughter enrolled at Hillcrest Community School. There will be no minimum years of enrollment for
participation. Rather, I hope to interview a cross-section of parents/guardians regarding their experience
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I(have(prepared(the(following(interview(questions(to(use(as(a(guide(to(conduct(the(inteviews(and(plan(to(
use(them(selectively(to(gain(insight(about(parental(choice(and(satisfaction.((
Why(questions:((
(
1.(
What(factors(influenced(you(to(explore(a(choice(school(program(for(your(children?(
(
2.(
What(other(options,(if(any,(did(you(consider?(
(
3.(
Describe(for(me(your(perception(of(your(neighborhood(elementary(school(program.(
(
4.(
How(does(this(perception(differ(from(the(perception(at(FAME(School?(
(
5.(
If(you(were(advising(parent/guardians(on(choosing(an(elementary(school(for(their(children,(what(
would(be(the(most(important(factors(to(consider?(
(
How(questions:((
6.(
Please(describe(any(initial(thoughts(and(actions(related(to(your(decisions(to(explore(educational(
options(for(your(son(or(daughter.((
(
7.(
How(did(you(make(the(final(decision(to(send(your(children(to(FAME(School(for(the(Performing(
Arts?((If(you(drew(a(map(from(the(beginning(to(the(end(of(your(journey,(what(would(it(look(like?(
(
Satisfaction(questions:((
8.(
Describe(how(this(school(has(or(has(not(lived(up(to(the(expectations(you(developed(for(it(during(
the(research(process.((
(
9.(
What(is(your(current(level(of(satisfaction(with(FAME(School(for(the(Performing(Arts?((
(
Unintended(consequence(of(school(choice(questions:((
(
10.(
What(issues(or(concerns(around(school(choice(did(you(consider(prior(to(making(this(decision?((
(
11.(
What(issues(or(concerns,(if(any,(have(you(and(your(family(encountered(since(your(children(have(
been(enrolled(at(FAME?(
(
12.(
What(else(do(you(wish(to(say(about(this(school(and(the(school(choice(movement(to(help(others(
understand(your(goal,(decisionKmaking(process,(and(satisfaction(with(regard(to(school(choice?(((
(
(
(
(
Expectations$of$Participants$
State(precisely(what(you(will(have(participants(do.(
Identify(the(location(of(data(collection(and(the(expected(time(commitment(of(participants.!
I(plan(to(interview(approximately(ten(participants(for(60(to(90(minutes(each(to(gain(extensive(detail(
regarding(parental(choice(and(satisfaction.(Participation(will(remain(voluntary(at(all(times(and(be(limited(
to(parents(and/or(guardians(with(at(least(one(son(or(daughter(enrolled(at(FAME(for(a(minimum(of(one(
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(*Electronic signatures certify that::
The signatory agrees that he or she is aware of the polities on research involving participants of the University of St. Thomas and
will safeguard the rights, dignity and privacy of all participants.
•
The information provided in this form is true and accurate.
•
The principal investigator will seek and obtain prior approval from the UST IRB office for any substantive modification in
the proposal, including but not limited to changes in cooperating investigators/agencies as well as changes in procedures.
•
Unexpected or otherwise significant adverse events in the course of this study which may affect the risks and benefits to
participation will be reported in writing to the UST IRB office and to the subjects.
•
The research will not be initiated and subjects cannot be recruited until final approval is granted.
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